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VOU  ARE 

THE  ULTIMATE  WEAPON. 


YOU  are 

Arnold  Schwarzenegger 
as  the  unstoppable  Terminator.® 


Fight  from  both  sides  of  this 
catastrophic  conflict,  battling  to 
protect  mankind...  or  eliminate  it  - 

With  original  T3™  film  footage  and  likenesses  of  the  entire 
movie  cast,  T3™ :  Rise  of  the  Machines™ 
is  the  complete  Terminator®  experience. 
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[Hunt'e^iTHel^BiS^^Ir,  has  us  pretty  dam\excited. 


'Hunter:  The  Reckoning  Redeemer  is  bigger,  baddpanaj 
pSoriiBnd  than  the  previous  slaughter-fest.”  y 


Choose  from  5  unique  playable  Hunters 


1-4  players  can  simultaneously  slaughter 
over  30  monsters 


Unrelenting  action  based  on  White  Wolf's 
World  of  Darkness™  RPG  series 


Hliter:  The  Reckoning  Wayward 
Now  available  on 

PlayStation  2  computer  entertainment  system 


PlayStation  B 


T  HE  RECKONING 

Eyrmre'fVi  s  o 


Blood  and  Gore 
Intense  Violence 


Unleash  your 
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-Gamespy  ^ 

This  game  will  own  your  soul. 
It  already  has  ours"  1|M 


PlayStation^- 


ktilize  powerful  telekinetic  abilities  to  hurl 
nemies  into  objects,  impale  them  on 
sharp  objects,  or  throw  them  off  ledges. 


Engage  in  thrilling  combo  moves 
physical  agility,  telekinesis,  am 
formidable  Reaver  blade  to  d 
hordes  of  human,  and  undead  foes. 


As  Kain  or  Raziel,  feed  your  dark  hunt 
by  sucking  the  blood  and  devouring  t 
souls  of  enemies  to  survive. 
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WAGE  WAR  AS  YOU  CHOOSE 


HACKING 


STUNPROD 


MAKO  PISTOL  flamethrower  cloak 
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GAME  BOY  advance 


iUMMSSg 


^GAGB  IN 


SOLVE 

RENDING  PUZZLfX 


Long  ago,  the  Lonely  Mountain  trembled  as 
the  Dragon  Smaug  destroyed  the  Dwarf, 
kingdom  in  fire  and  rage.  Now,  the  Dwarves 
set  out  upon  an  epic  quest  to  reclaim  their 
stolen  treasures.  And  I,  Gandalf  the  wizard, 
send  with  them  the  most  unlikely  of  heroes: 
you,  Bilbo  Baggins  of  the  Shire. 


Welcome  to  Middle 
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OJouu  and  fUex-t 


Last  Issue... 


Fantasy  became  reality,  as  Xbox 
Nation  traveled  to  Japan  to  get  the 
scoop  on  True  Fantasy  Live  Online, 
Xbox’s  first  massively  multiplayer 
online  role-playing  game.  There 
were  reviews  of  31  of  the  hottest 
Xbox  games  out  there,  including 
The  Simpsons  Hit  &  Run,  Star 
Wars:  Knights  of  the  Old  Republic, 
Soul  Calibur  II,  Dynasty  Warriors  4, 
and  Dino  Crisis  3.  And  for  you  who 
wondered,  what’s  happening  with 
The  Sims:  Bustin’  Out,  Legacy  of 
Kain:  Defiance,  Rainbow  Six  3,  and 
Mafia,  you  wondered  no  more  as 
there  were  in-depth  previews  for  all 
these  games.  And  to  top  it  off, 
there  was  extensive  coverage  of 
Microsoft’s  new  toy:  Rare— the 
developer  with  the  golden  touch 
and  $357  million  price  tag. 
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Republican  Guard 

I  recently  completed  Star  Wars: 
Knights  of  the  Old  Republic.  This  is 
the  best  Star  Wars  content  in  a 
licensed  Star  Wars  game  since  Star 
Wars  Jedi  Knight:  Dark  Forces  II. 

The  story  was  top-shelf  fiction,  the 
voice-overs  were  some  of  the  best 
done  in  a  game,  period! 

However,  actual  gameplay  felt  like 
beta  testing!  If  this  had  been  a  PC 
game,  there  would  have  been  a  patch 
available  immediately  after  the 
release  date.  Bad  framerates,  glitches 

turn-based  system  designed  to 
emulate  realtime,  topped  off  with  last 
year’s  graphics  all  keep  this  game 
from  getting  the  10  it  was  capable 
of  scoring! 

How  can  you  release  a  game  with 
this  many  shortcomings  on  a 
dedicated  platform?  This  defeats  the 
purpose  of  console  gaming!  I’m  a  PC 
gamer  who  took  a  vacation  from 
system  crashes  and  patch  hunting  to 
give  dedicated  gaming  a  try,  and  this 
is  the  thanks  I  get? 

Verdict:  I  give  it  an  enthusiastic  8. 
For  Star  Wars  fans,  it’s  a  must-have, 
for  RPG  fans  in  general,  it’s  a  good 
distraction  until  the  next  truly  great 
RPG  comes  along! 

Charles  E.  Brown 

We  predict  Lucy  is  going  to  pull  the 
football  away  at  the  very  last 
second,  Charles.  Watch  for  it,  as  the 
results  could  be  very  painful. 

Also,  we  forwarded  your  note  to 
LucasArts  and  BioWare,  but  no 
representatives  from  either  company 
was  able  to  issue  comment.  For  the 
record,  Xbox  Nation  blames  the 
bugs  on  Dr.  Robotnik,  who  is 
responsible  for  all  the  world’s  evil 


and  some  of  the  evil  on  the  moon. 

Patch  the  Pirates? 

In  XBN  #10,  there  was  an  interesting 
review  of  Bethesda’s  latest  attempt  at 
a  console  game,  Pirates  of  the 
Caribbean.  I  don't  have  back  issues 
of  XBN;  how  did  you  guys  rate 
Morrowindl  It  certainly  had  as  many 
bugs  as  you’ve  reported  in  Pirates. 

Also,  do  you  think  Bethesda  will 
either  learn  to  wait  to  ship  games 
until  they’re  complete  or  at  least  Live- 
enabled  them  so  we  can  get  the 
patches  they  release  for  the  PC 
versions? 

Josh  Andrews 
St.  Louis,  MO 

Pirates  of  the  Caribbean  for  Xbox 
was  rated  "Arrrggh!”  for  frustration. 
The  game  shipped  before  comple¬ 
tion  so  it  could  be  released  at  the 
same  time  as  the  Pirates  of  the 
Caribbean:  Curse  of  the  Black  Pearl 
movie,  and  was  served  to  players 
red-hot  and  buggy. 

XBN  rated  Elder  Scrolls  III: 
Morrowind  an  eight  out  of  1 0.  Our 
reviewer  noted  the  game  was 
incredibly  deep  and  immersive,  sort 
of  like  a  massively  multiplayer  online 
role-playing  game  without  the  MMO. 
It  was  definitely  riddled  with  bugs, 
but  they  weren’t  of  the  sort  that 
ruined  gameplay.  XBN  abhors  bugs 
in  games  (and  bugs  in  general, 
unless  they’re  the  cool,  gigantic 
ones  that  sometimes  destroy  Tokyo), 
but  is  willing  to  tolerate  them  to  an 
extent  if  they  don’t  ruin  the  basic 
experience. 

As  for  Bethesda,  it  has 
announced  no  plans  to  patch  its 
games  on  Xbox  Live. 


“Clerks  have  difficulty  distinguishing 
their  glutimus  maximus  from 

their  cerebral  cortex  ■  -Anthony  Graesch 


Payback  from  giant  bugs  is  a  bitch. 

Likes  Co-op,  Hates  Clerks 

My  wife  most  enjoys  software 
offering  a  cooperative  multiplayer 
mode  of  play.  In  other  words,  she 
likes  to  game  with  me,  and  not 
necessarily  watch  me  game  or  play 
by  herself.  We  seek  out  titles  that 
offer  co-op  simultaneous  gameplay. 
This  is  not  always  an  easy  task. 

Game  cover  boxes,  including  Xbox 
releases,  do  not  always  specify 
whether  they  offer  this  mode  of  play. 
While  the  cover  box  of  all  game  titles 
will  specify  the  number  of  possible 
players,  there  is  seemingly  no 
convention  for  distinguishing  whether 
the  multiplayer  mode  is  player  vs. 
player  hack-and-slash  or  a  co-op 
simultaneous  level-by-level  form  of 
gaming.  We  have  also  discovered 
that  game  store  clerks  have  difficulty 
distinguisnmg  their  glutimus  maximus 
from  their  cerebral  cortex,  and  thus, 
typically  offer  little  by  way  of  insight. 

With  regard  to  XBN,  I  have  noticed 
that  you  also  do  not  consistently 
include  this  information  in  your 
magazine.  For  the  sake  of  my  wallet, 
for  the  sake  of  the  poor  game  store 
clerk  who  I  force  to  refund  my  money 
when  he  steers  me  in  the  wrong 
direction,  and  for  the  sake  of  my 
marriage,  please  include  this  extra  yet 
important  bit  of  information  in  your 
small-font  game  data  overviews. 
Anthony  P.  Graesch 
Department  of  Anthropology 
University  of  California, 

Los  Angeles 


XBN  accepts  no  responsibility  for 
your  marriage,  Anthony  P. 
Graesch,  but  we  will  be  more 
vigilant  in  including  information 
on  cooperative  play  in  our 
reviews  and  previews.  For  now, 
we  recommend  Batman:  Rise  of 
Sin  Tzu,  The  Lord  of  the  Rings: 
The  Return  of  the  King,  SWAT: 
Global  Strike  Team,  Top  Spin,  and 
XIII.  All  have  cooperative  play  and 
are,  in  fact,  games. 

Also,  that  grinding  you’re 
hearing  is  the  sound  of  axes 
being  sharpened  by  game  store 
clerks  in  anticipation  of  your 
slow,  undoubtedly  painful,  “re¬ 
education.” 

Begone,  Politics! 

I’Fn  always  amazed  when  a  far-  , 
profit  business  decides  to  take  a 
nonbusiness-related  political  stand 
during  the  course  of  a  normal 
business  transaction.  I  understand 
that  you  should  take  a  political 
position  regarding  gaming  industry 
issues,  but  if  it  is  beyond  that 
scope,  then  why  bother  taking  a 
side?  Of  Course  I’m  referring  to 
your  pro-gun  control,  pro-Michael 
Moore,  and  anti-Fox  News 
Network  remarks  in  .the  October 
(#1 0)  issue.  My  advice  would  have 
been  to  leave  the  reader’s  letter 
regarding  your  promotion  of 
Moore’s  DVD  uncommented  upon. 
You  made  your  point;  he  made  his. 
That  should  have  been  the  end  of 

Let  me  ask  you  which  of  the 
following  three  scenarios  you  think 
are  more  likely.  First,  there  is  a 
group  that  doesn’t  buy  XBN  but 


will  start  now  that  you  have  taken 
a  pro-gun  control  stand;  thus  you 
gain  buyers.  Second,  there  is 
group  that  buys  XBN  but  will  stop 
now;  thus  costing  you  buyers.  Or 
third  that  both  groups  exist  and  it 


will  be  a  wash.  I  think  only  the 
second  scenario  is  likely.  This 
group  won’t  be  large,  because 
most  people  regardless  of  political 
orientation  don’t  care  enough  to 
change  their  behaviors.  But  are 
your  profit  margins  so  high  that 
you  can  afford  to  alienate  even  a 
small  group  of  buyers  when  you 
don’t  need  to? 

I  know  some  companies  can 
get  away  with  this  because  their  • 
target  markets  lean  a  particular 
political  direction;  for  instance, 
Volvo,  Fox  News,  CNN,  Wall  Street 
Journal,  Apple,  and  Ben  &  Jerry's. 
But  being  a  long  time  gamer  and 
having  many  other  gamers  for 
friends,  I  think  I  am  safe  in  guess¬ 
ing  that  your  customers  are  alt 
over  the  political  spectrum.  No  ; 
matter  what  stand  you  take  you 
are  bound  to  tick  off  a  part  of  your 
customer  base.  So  you  need  to 
decide,  are  you  a  platform-specific 
gaming  magazine  or  a  political 
magazine?  If  [writer]  Jason 
Brookes  is  frustrated  by  a  nonpo¬ 
litical  editorial  policy,  then  perhaps 


he  should  consider  working  for  a 
publication  covering  issues  of  a 
similar  political  viewpoint  to  his. 

We  are  all  welcome  to  differ  on 
the  issues,  but  I  hate  it  when  my 
mechanic,  waiter,  doctor,  grocer, 


or  XBN  writer  thinks  I  care  what 
their  political  opinions  are.  This  is 
regardless  of  whether  I  agree  or 
disagree  with  those  opinions.  Just, 
do  the  job  I  am  paying  you  to  do. 
Kent  Pearson 

The  most  likely  scenario  here  is 
one  you’ve  not  conceived  of.  We 
call  it  Scenario  G5  and  have  not 
removed  it  from  the  Saran  Wrap 
until  just  now.  In  it,  mutant 
lobsters  attempt  to  steal  our 
supply  of  Eludium  Q-38  and  we 
have  to  fight  them  off  with  dish 
towels.  Computer  projections 
estimate  we’ll  lose  60  percent  of 
the  XBN  staffers  as  well  as  1 3 
individual  limbs  from  assorted 
freelancers,  but  nonetheless  keep 
on  truckin’  because  these 
paychecks  won’t  cash 
themselves. 

Oh,  and  we  like  to  think  you’re 
paying  us  to  prevent  certain 
unfortunate  “accidents,”  like  you 
getting  a  weekly  visit  from  the 
Severe  Beating  Fairy. 

Seriously,  point  taken. 


“I  think  I  am  safe  in  guessing  that 
your  customers  are  all  over  the 

political  spectrum.”  -Ken  Pearson 


Mail  of  the  moment 


Welcome  to  Middle*eatf 
The  journey  begins  this  fal 
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tr»^piang.itl83  videogame  industry,  both  at  home 
and  Spread,  it  garn^more  respect  and,  hence, 
Tboughj-ft  might  seem  like  a  small  item, 
the<^fepSiS0j5l|Jps ion  to  commission  amespected  ‘ 
Tok^trcfeslgn  frW  to  create  a  stylish  Xbox  T-shirt  : 
seefriSTOt^^nade  an  impact,  as  illustrated  by  the 
■nuhtoek-c#  shew  attendees  proudly  sporting, it. 

S^mep^d^s  included  EA’s  enormous  booth 
prorBgflr^its'Krthcoming  Metal  of  Honor:  Risipg 
J^^®p(ete"with  Japanese  show  models  dressed 
up  as^illlMmlsoldiers  from  the  Pacific  war,  and^  : 
the  lMIII  assortment  of  staggeringly  dedicated  ' 
^aosplayers  and  their  legions  of  rabid,  digital-camera^ 
^wielding  otaku  fans.  Oh,  and  more  horse-racing 
■  sWStetors  than  you  could  ever,  ever  imagine. 
^Checkjthe  following  pages  as  Xbox  Nation  picks 
Jkje  cream  of  the  Xbox  crop  fromttiiSiyear’s  show. 


ypg's  Tokyg  tSa^iS  Show,  the  largest 

i5.peofrftric;QttecJa^ient  Exposition  (E3),  •  , 
t  to  bijag  malaise  owM  Japanese 

of  Japanese  game 
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Incomes  a  progressively  more  1 
ant  varigbWkr  terms  of  a  gaming’s  worldwide* 
BflilpCTsaPra  publishers  are  simply  being 
iOiar^t  Westirn  audiences  and  break  free 
I  formula  that  has  ruled  imJapanese  develop- 
g5e?.fp>r  so.  long.  While  sonfihayepmbraged 
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Jade  Empire 


Developer:  BioWare  Publisher: 

□  Jade  Empire  I 
the  making  fo 
Zeschuck  anc 

for  roughly  two-and-a-l  _ _ _  _ _ _ 

excited  to  finally  unveil  their  hard  work  to  anxious 
crowds  at  this  year’s  Tokyo  Game  Show. 

‘‘More  than  anything,  before  embarking  on  Empire 
we  had  to  build  the  BioWare  brand— as  well  as  refine 
our  own  development  techniques — to  the  point  where 
we  could  launch  our  own  intellectual  property  project,” 
Zeschuk  says.  It  might  sound  strange,  but  this  is,  in 
fact,  the  first  time  BioWare  has  created  its  own 
universe,  which  simultaneously  serves  as  both  a 
rousing  proposition  for  its  fans,  as  well  as  a  harsh 
reminder  of  the  industry’s  currently  overwhelming 
dependence  on  licensed  content. 

Of  course,  Empire's  “original  universe"  draws 
heavily  upon  the  literature  and  mythology  o‘  ancient 
China  to  create  “a  China  that,  might  have  been  if  the 
stories  were  true.”  The  worlds  ambiance  is  reminis¬ 
cent  of  those  found  in  Zhang  Yimou’s  2001  film 


las  been  an  idea  1 0  years  in 
r  BioWare's  co-CEO’s  Greg 
I  Ray  Muzyka.  In  development 


Fighting  in  Style 


On  a  technical  level,  Jade  Empire  feels  like  a 
significantly  faster,  more  refined  version  of  what 
BioWare  created  for  Star  Wars:  Knights  of  the  Ola 
Republic— and,  in  fact,  it  is.  The  graphics  engine  i 
capable  of  more  render  paths,  and  incorporates 
new  features  like  a  physics-based  cloth  system, 
rim  lighting,  and  an  entirely  new  skeleton  system 
built  to  accommodate  motion-captured  animation 
In  other  words,  the  game  looks  and  moves  much 
better  than  Knights.  These  technical  flourishes 
came  to  life  during  the  playtest;  while  the  game  is 
still  more  than  a  year  off — and,  undoubtedly,  still 
shows  some  of  the  developer’s  PC-centric  seams 


tions)— it's  already  i 
visual  showpieces  1 


ECIRL  REPORT 


Phantom  Dust 


Dev:  Microsoft  Japan 

□  One  of  Xbox's  surprise  first- 
party  Tokyo  Game  Show 
unveilings,  Phantom  Dust  is  one 
of  Microsoft  Japan’s  most  ambitious 
internal  projects.  Dust  places  players  into 
enormous,  fully  destructible  online 
environments  up  against  as  many  as 
three  human  opponents. 

What  separates  it  from  the  legions  of 
deathmatch-style  shooters  is  an  intrigu¬ 
ing  customization  feature;  players  will  be 
able  to  choose  from  upwards  of  300 
different  skills  and  abilities,  tailor  their 
warrior  to  their  specifications,  and  take 
the  avatar  online  for  combat  (of  course, 
each  of  these  skills  comes  at  a  cost- 
referred  to  as  its  “aura.”)  Additionally, 
psychic  abilities  allow  the  characters  to 
manipulate  various  inanimate  objects 


icrosoft  Release:  Late  2004 

throughtout  the  environmeni,  with  a 
beautifully  stylized  visual  aesthetic 
framing  the  action.  Employment  of  such 
Xbox-specific  hardware  effects  as  pixel 
shaders  and  the  notoriously  slick  “normal 
mapping"  (a  la  Doom  III)  lend  the  game  a 
discernible  first-party  polish. 

Leading  the  undertaking  is  celebrated 
game  designer  Yukio  Futasugi,  whose 
previous  projects  include  each  of  the  first 
three  titles  in  the  highly  acclaimed  Panzer 
Dragoon  series  on  Sega  Saturn.  “More 
than  anything,  it’s  balance  that  I’m  proud 
of,”  Futasugi  says.  “It’s  a  game  which 
both  the  Halo  champion  and  the  Magic: 
The  Gathering  champion  can  play.” 

It’s  a  sort  of  Pokemon  for  the  design- 
savvy,  philosophical,  action-gaming  set. 
With  lots  of  glow  effects. 


Starcraft:  Ghost _ 

Dev:  Nihilistic  Pub:  Blizzard  Release:  Mid  2004 
I  I  The  newest  iteration  of  Starcraft: 

I _ I  Ghost  was  revealed  to  the  press  in 

private  during  Tokyo  Game  Show.  Some 
interesting  gameplay  devices  came  to 
light,  including  an  over-the-shouider 
camera  with  FPS-style  control  mechan¬ 
ics  for  the  game's  ranged  combat, 
breaking  out  of  the  third-person  action 
used  throughout  the  rest  of  the  game. 
Also  on  display  were  spectacular  light¬ 
ing  effects;  insanely  detailed, 
high-resolution  graphics;  and  the  ability 
to  command  a  host  of  vehicles  from 
Starcraft  including  Vultures,  Goliaths, 
and  a  Siege  Tank  (itself  the  highlight  of 
the  demonstration).  While  the  game 
appears  to  be  doing  a  lot  well,  the  fear 
lingers  that  it  may,  in  fact,  be  trying  to 
do  a  bit  too  much. 


Red  Ninja 


Dev:  Tranji  Pub:  Vivendi  Release:  Late  2004 

□  In  what  came  as  something  of  a  shock  to  the 
attendant  games  press,  the  notoriously 
license-happy  Vivendi/Universal  Games  chose 
Tokyo  Game  Show  to  reveal  its  newest  project  Red 
End  of  Honor—  it  of  the  original,  understated, 
variety. 

story  and  concept,  penned  by  feature  film 
Shinsuke  Sato  ( The  Princess  Blade), 
mentioning.  In  16th-century  Japan,  the  power  of 
;s  is  fading  and  the  use  of  ninja  assas¬ 
sins  has  become  necessary  to  hold  any  political  power 
during  this  time  of  chaos.  Kurenai  is  a  young  girl  whose 
world  is  destroyed  when  she  and  her  father  are 
attacked  by  the  deadly  Black  Lizard  Clan,  which 
captures  her  and  brutally  hangs  her  by  a  wire,  leaving 
her  to  die.  Somehow,  Kurenai  survives,  and  is  rescued 
and  adopted  into  a  clan  where  she  obtains  complete 
mastery  of  her  unique  weapon— a  thin  metal  wire. 

And  herein  lies  Red  Ninja’s  gameplay  hook:  the 
multi-function  wire,  which  can  be  used  to  attack 
enemies  in  a  variety  of  ways,  grapple  off  of  structures 
and  environmental  elements,  all  while  adhering  to  its 
own  impressive  physics  system.  Though  the  game  is 
still  early  in  its  development,  it  shows  a  great  deal  of 
promise;  one  can  only  hope  Vivendi’s  mandate  that  the 
game  appeal  to  both  Eastern  and  Western  audiences 
does  not  compromise  its  core  philosophy. 
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Like  a  blast  of  nitro,  Group  S  Challen§i}*pushes  high 
performance  street  racing  to  the  limit.  State-of-the- 
art  polygonal  cars.  Massive  racing  environments. 
Unbelievable  speed!  Choose  from  over  50  of  the 
world's  finest,  turbo-charged  street  machines  and 
get  ready  to  dominate  the  circuit! 


EVERYONE 


CAPCOM 

capcom.com 

JfCOM  CO.,  LTD.  GROUP  §  CHALLENGE  is 
IftL  PROPERTY  FtlSHTS  INCLUDING  TRADE 
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Otogi  2 


Dead  or  Alive  Online 
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Playstation.^ 


Stay  out  of  ham 
untuashing  a  6a 


mteifioftoi  ’n-:j 


TAKE  COVER:  TAKE  AIM.  TAKE  OVER. 


PlayStation®? 


killswitch.com 


Raid  on  Bungeling  Bay 


Publisher:  Broderbund  Software 


Will  Wright:  [Sarcastically] 


Xbox  Nation:  This  is  one  of  your  games,  Raid  on 
Bungeling  Bay,  a  conventional  helicopter  shooter  that 
inspired  you  to  move  toward  the  sim-style  games. 
Wright:  Yes,  I  mean  underneath  this  [top-down 
shooter],  you’ll  find  there  are  these  factories,  and  the 
factories  have  little  tanks  and  trucks  and  boats.  There 
is,  in  fact,  a  whole  elaborate  simulation  where  the 
boats  are  bringing  material  to  the  islands  and  they 
are  being  transported  to  the  factories  from  different 
sources.  Then  they  actually  use  that  material  to 
rebuild  the  defenses.  So  if  you  played  the  game  right, 
you  took  out  the  boats  ftrs|  which  were  easy  targets, 
and  then  you  cut  off  the  factories  from  production. 
The  idea  for  the  game  was  you  had  to  understand 
the  economy  of  the  system  to  attack  it  effectively. 


r . "j  Will  Wright  brought  everyday  life,  drudgery 

]  !  and  all,  to  PCs  and  created  a  revolution  in 

I . . J  the  process,  in  The  Sims,  players  guided 

tiny  humans  through  a  life  filled  with  flies,  empty 
pizza  boxes,  robot  butlers,  and  lawn  gnomes.  It  was 
at  once  as  mundane  as  could  be  and  simultaneously 
the  greatest  thing  since  the  wheel. 

Wright,  if  not  the  outright  father  of  the  “Sim” 
genre,  is  at  least  its  vanguard.  The  man’s  been 
building  games  with  simulated  economies,  simulated 
traffic  patterns,  simulated  societies,  simulated  love 
affairs,  simulated  you-name-its  since  the  early  1980s. 
He’s  built  Sim  cities,  given  players  Sim  golf  courses, 
and  created  a  simulated  life  for  electronic  humans 
that’s  more  compelling  than  the  real  thing. 

Now,  Wright’s  sitting  in  his  office,  drinking  a  Coke, 
ready  to  face  a  very  real  challenge.  Xbox  Nation’s 
ready  to  spring  its  Pop  Quiz  on  Wright,  presenting  the 
man  with  a  screenshot  of  a  game  and  asking  him  to 
give  feedback  on  it.  The  time  is  right  to  pick  Wright’s 
brain.  Maxis,  the  company  Wright  co-founded  with 
Jeff  Braun,  is  preparing  to  release  The  Sims:  Bustin’ 
Out  on  GameCube,  PlayStation  2,  and  Xbox  in  time 
for  the  holiday  season.  Although  Wright  has 
distanced  himself  from  The  Sims,  it’s  clear  the  little 
computer  people  are  still  in  his  heart— or  at  least  on 
his  mind.  The  loud  Hawaiian  shirt  he  wears  on  this 
very  hot  day  seems  straight  out  a  Sim’s  closet. 

Now,  it’s  Wright’s  turn  to  bust  out... 


SimCity 

Publisher:  Maxis 
Developer:  Maxis 
Platform:  Possibly  i 
Year:  1987 


Wright:  Do  you  think  you  can 
maybe  I  don’t  know?  This  is  l 


XBN:  This  game  took  a  mundane  subject  like  city 
planning  and  brought  it  to  a  mainstream  audience. 
Wright:  I  read  a  lot  of  books  and  1  find  a  lot  of  subjects 
fascinating,  but  usually  the  way  they’re  written,  they’re 
very  dry  and  boring  when  you  read  about  them.  [With 
SimCity]  I  started  reading  books  on  urban  dynamics  am 
started  making  simple  models  on  the  computer.  I  found 
that  I  had  here  a  little  toy  guinea-pig  city  that  i  could 
poke  and  prod  and  play  with  and  experiment  on.  » 
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Will  Wright 

1  Title:  Chief  Game  Designer,  Maxis 

■  Current  Xbox  project:  The  Sims: 

Bustin’  Out  1 

|  Past  Projects:  SimCity  (multiplatform),  SimCity  2000  1 

I  (PC,  Mac),  SimAnt  (PC,  Mac),  SimCopter  (PC), 

I  SimEarth  (PC),  The  Sims  (multiplatform) 
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[  Then  all  of  a  sudden,  the  subject  just  became  fasci¬ 
nating  to  me  because  I  had  an  interactive  experience 
I  with  the  city  rather  than  just  looking  out  my  window 
id  saying,  “Okay,  that’s  how  the  city  got  here.” 

[  Having  a  dynamic  one,  I  could  actually  experiment 
and  watch  it  grow— it  felt  like  a  totally  different  thing. 

With  a  lot  of  my  games  I've  been  inspired  by  stuff 
re  read  about  a  system  and  then  I  try  to  figure  out 
jw  I  can  take  that  system  and  kind  of  build  it  into  a 
I  toy  that  you  can  interact  with.  Through  the  interaction, 
ou  tend  to  learn  about  it,  to  understand  its  behavior 
nd  how  it  operates  and  what  its  architecture 
i.. .rather  than  starting  with  a  formal  explanation 
I  saying  “cities  are  interesting”  and  “here  are  the  five 
,  3r  properties  of  a  dynamic  city.”  Rather  than  that, 

I  you  just  give  somebody  a  train  set  to  fiddle  with — and 
set  has  dynamics  and  life  and  rules  and 
I  behavior.  That’s  the  rough— basically,  building  models 
I  out  of  these  complex  systems.  How  do  you  take  a 
I  complex  system,  build  a  fun  toy  model  that  people 
nt  to  play  with,  and  then  in  playing  with  it,  they  end 
I  up  learning  about  the  underlying  structure  of  it? 


many  people  exploring  that  space  and  nobody 
exploring  this  space,  so  I’d  rather  be  exploring  this 
empty  space.  But  it  is  not  so  much  moralistic, 
because  I  think  a  lot  of  the  best  movies  have 
violence  in  them  and  a  lot  of  really  good  movies 
don’t  have  violence. 

I  would  like  to  think  that  games  are  evolving 
toward  a  more  adult  audience  so  that  we  have  kids 
stuff  and  adult  stuff  and  stuff  that  spans  both.  Given 
that,  I  would  rather  do  stuff  that  spans  both  and 
catches  the  largest  possible  audience,  something 
that  is  not  excluding  kids  but  I  mean  overly  mature. 
But  at  the  same  time,  as  a  mature  game  player,  I 
appreciate  the  fact  that  those  games  are  available. 


story  but  I  could  kind  of  skip  through  it  very  quickly.  1 
could  go  off  and  just  create  mayhem  in  the  city  or  I 
Could  do  the  missions  if  I  wanted  to,  but  it  was  kind 
of  up  to  me.  I’m  not  sure  about  this  game. 

XBN:  We  chose  Ico  because  unlike  Metal  Gear  Solid 
which  you  mentioned,  this  game  tells  a  story  where  you 
shepherd  a  girl  through  an  ancient  ruin  purely  through 
action,  movement,  and  the  occasional  cut-scene. 

Wright:  If  it’s  telling  its  story  through  in-game  stuff, 

I’m  fine  with  that.  Right,  that’s  what  people  were 
saying,  that  you  really  establish  this  emotional  bond 
with  the  girl  character.  There  was  one  of  these  very 
old  Unix  games  with  the  ASCII  characters,  and  in  this  | 
game,  there  was  a  dog,  and  it  was  the  first  game  th 


I  SimAnt 

Publisher:  Maxis 
I  Developer:  Maxis 
I  Platform:  PC,  Mac 
I  Year:  1988 

I  Wright:  That  was  a  game  I  did  because  I  love  ants, 
it  always  surprised  me  that  at  the  time,  nobody  had 
ever  done  a  good  game  about  ants.  Social  insects 
are  really  an  amazing  kind  of  thing  in  a  number  of 
|  different  dimensions.  As  a  model  of  intelligence,  as 
an  analog  to  humans,  they’re  like  an  alternate  form  of 
civilization  to  our  type  of  civilization.  They're  the  only 
I  other  species  besides  humans  that  has  organized 
I  warfare  with  other  members  of  their  species,  raises 
1  crops,  domesticates  other  food  sources,  has  slavery. 

I  There  are  all  these  things  that  only  ants  and  humans 
c,  which  is  kind  of  interesting. 

|  XBN:  Since  Bungeling  Bay,  none  of  your  games  have 
id  violence  other  than  natural  acts,  hurricanes  and 
I  earthquakes.  Is  that  something  that  you  made  a 
icious  decision  to  stay  away  from? 

I  Wright:  Specifically,  but  not  so  much  from  a  moralis- 
*  ic  standpoint  because  I  play  all  these  first-person 
I  shooters,  and  I  love  playing  them.  1  loved  Grand 
1  Theft  Auto  III,  that  was  a  brilliant  game.  But  there  are 
:o  many  people  doing  those  games,  and  there  are  so 
ew  people  doing  more  constructive  games.  From 
some  senses,  it  is  more  just  in  terms  of  I  see  so 


ICO 

Publisher:  Sony  Computer  Entertainment 
Developer:  Sony  Computer  Entertainment 
Platform:  PlayStation  2 
Year:  2001 

Wright:  I  don’t  think  I’ve  played  this  one  either.  It 
looks  like— I  want  to  say  Ecco  [The  Dolphin]  but  I 
know  it’s  not  Ecco.  I  always  confuse  this  game  with 
Ecco  because  it  sounded  like  it.  I  give  up. 

XBN:  Actually,  it’s  Ico  on  PlayStation  2,  and  we’ve 
heard  the  title  pronounced  in  different  ways.  We 
chose  this  game  for  the  way  it  tells  a  story  purely 
through  visuals— a  story  without  words  or  dialogue- 
something  that  your  Sims  games  have  done  well. 
Have  you  played  this? 

Wright:  I’ve  never  played  this,  but  1  heard  it  was  really 
good,  and  1  was  hoping  to  play  it  some  day.  My 
daughter  plays  a  lot  of  the  console  games  in  our 
house.  She  shows  them  to  me,  and  we  play  them 
through  sometimes  together.  There  was  a  game  that 
she  was  playing— Devil  May  Cry,  I  think  that  looked 
similar  to  this.  It  was  actually  a  pretty  well-written 
game,  nice  environments.  I  really  don’t  play  games 
like  this  too  much,  or  I  tend  to  play  them  more  on  the 
PC.  I  play  one  first-person  shooter  every  year  and  get 
totally  into  it.  I’m  not  a  big  fan  of  games  that  have 
elaborate  backstories  or  games  where  I’m  solving 
puzzles  to  unlock  a  story.  Zelda  is  like  one  of  the  few 
exceptions  where  !  will  play  just  about  every  Zelda 
that  comes  out.  For  instance,  Metal  Gear  Solid  drove 
me  crazy.  Whenever  they  take  away  the  control  from 
me,  it’s  like  I  don’t  want  to  be  here;  I  don’t  want  to  do 
-  jhis  thing,  reading  all  these  facts  and  ream  after  ream 
of  text.  I  really  just  want  to  go  in  and  kind  of  make  up 
my  own  story  and  explore  the  world.  I  felt  like  Grand 
Theft  Auto  III  kind  of  nailed  that,  where  there  was  a 


Wright:  1  love  this  game  and  [Yoot  Saito,  creator  of 
Seaman]  is  this  very  twisted  guy  to  begin  with, 
especially  for  a  Japanese  fellow.  He’s  a  very  cowboy, 
kind  of  shoot-from-the-hip  type  of  guy.  I  love  the  way 
this  game  starts  out — it  made  no  sense  at  all.  Then 
you  kind  of  figure  out  what  is  going  on,  and  the  first 
thing  you  see  are  these  [Seaman  eggs]  raiding  this 
other  fish;  it  was  an  A//er?-like  scene.  And  then  it  is 
like  this  cute  little  Tamagotchi  thing,  and  then  as  it 
starts  talking,  it  gets  creepier  and  creepier,  asking 
more  and  more  personal  questions.  Then  you  start 
realizing  that  it  is  bringing  up  all  this  stuff  about  you, 
and  then  you  don’t  trust  him  anymore.  I  haven’t  seen 
any  other  game  where  I  had  such  an  interesting 
relationship  with  an  in-game  character;  the  fact  that  I 
personally  had  a  relationship  with  this  character  was 
so  interesting.  Definitely  one  of  the  weirdest  games 
I’ve  ever  played. 

Saito’s  written  a  number  of  very  cool  books.  There 
was  a  book  about  [Japanese  live-action  hero] 
Ultraman,  but  90  percent  of  the  book  was  real 
science  and  written  on  the  premise  that  what  if  _ 
Ultraman  were  real,  how  would  he  work?  So  he  went 
and  interviewed  all  these  top  physicists.  It  was  a  big 
seller  in  Japan.  The  kids  bought  this  book  and  just 
totally  absorbed  it.  The  best  part  is  that  90  percent  of 
it  was  more  like  a  physics  textbook.  So  yes,  he’s  a 
great  guy  and  absolutely  creative.  ■ 
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Microsoft 


XBOX  LIVE  2.0 


Microsoft  wants  Xbox  owners  to  play  together.  But  should  you  buy  into  the  digital  lifestyle? 


support  its  vision  of  an  Xbox- 
centric  lifestyle.  At  the  center  of 
this  digital  maelstrom  is  the  glue 
that  holds  all  the  parts  together 


adapter  (s 

online  even  while  you  game 
offline.  But  is  this  Live-enabled, 
PC-linked,  community-based 
Xbox  lifestyle  all  it's  cracked  up  to 
.  be?  Xbox  Nation  dives  into  the 
matrix  and  cuts  through  the  hype. 


DThe  Personal  Computer 

Not  surprisingly,  the  foundation  to 
living  a  balanced,  nutritious  Xbox  life  is 
the  PC.  Through  the  PC,  subscribers  have 
the  option  to  access  Live  services  via  Live 
Web  and  XSN,  as  well  as  link  their  Xbox 
to  their  PC  with  the  Music  Mixer.  The 
catch?  Mac  users  are  screwed  when  it 
comes  to  Xbox/computer  connectivity. 

BXbox  Live  Web 

Ever  wanted  to  hop  onto  Live 
without  having  to  turn  on  your  Xbox? 
Now  you  can  with  Live  Web,  an  online 
page  that  lets  you  keep  track  of  your 
friends,  view  your  stats,  and  read  that  all- 
important  “message  of  the  day"  right 
from  your  PC.  It’s  pretty  handy. 


til  An  all-in-one  stop  for  the  Xbox 
jock,  XSN  lets  you  join  leagues  and 
create  tournaments,  while  keeping  track 
of  your  stats  for  games  featuring  XSN 
support.  It’s  a  godsend  for  sports 


gamers.  The  problem  is  that  aside  from 
the  ESPN  line  of  sports  games,  there’s 
been  very  little  incentive  to  actually  use 
XSN.  With  excellent  titles  such  as  Top 
Spin  and  Amped  2  hitting  Live  this  holiday 
season,  XSN  should  finally  get  its  due. 

O  Handheld  and  Mobile  Devices 
At  the  Electronic  Entertainment 
Exposition  2003,  Xbox  executives 
demonstrated  the  use  of  mobile  devices 
and  cell  phones  to  receive  XSN  Sports 
scores,  stats,  and  tournament  results. 
Although  it  hasn’t  happened  yet, 
Microsoft  says  it’s  in  the  works. 

H  Downloadable  Content 

One  of  the  most  value-added 
features  on  Live,  downloadable  content 
is  the  best  measure  of  a  developer’s 
postrelease  devotion  to  a  game.  Nothing 
beats  getting  free  content  on  titles  like 
Amped  2  and  Return  to  Wolfenstein  to 
extend  the  life  of  your  $50  bucks.  Now  if 
only  every  developer  would  take  the  cue. 


BXbox  Live  Aware 

Games  with  Live  Aware  support 
always  linger  online,  even  when  you're 
playing  solo  offline.  Take,  for  instance, 
Project  Gotham  Racing  2.  While  playing 
the  single-player  game,  your  Live  Friends 
list  remains  active,  allowing  you  to 
receive  invites  to  join  other  online  games. 
It’s  all  too  useful  and  great  for  making 
you  feel  like  you’re  never  alone. 

BXbox  Live  Now 

A  glorified  way  of  saying  “online 
voice  chat,”  with  Live  Now  you  can 
gossip  with  other  gamers  via  the  headset 
while  bitching  about  what  to  play  online. 

0  Music  Mixer 

What's  more  ridiculous  than  singing 
karaoke  on  your  Xbox?  It’s  being  forced 
to  purchase  this  thing  for  its  Xbox-to-PC 
connectivity  feature,  which  lets  you 
upload  music  and  pictures  from  your  PC 
to  the  Xbox.  It's  nifty,  to  be  sure,  but  the 
karaoke  presentation  really  needs  help.  ■ 


EVERYONE 

0  a 

SSBH  PLAVERSi 

'v. 

:  l tve 

hing  to  do  with  being  nice.  Whether  it's  a  friend  on  the 

-~T 

^  "  ’  the  l'neS>  n'Ce  takeS 

a  break.  NFL  Fever  2004  and  XSN  Sports  fulfill  a  football 
lining  video  games  with  the  ultra-competitive  world  of 
inline  with  you:  PC  to  set  up  a  league,  look  up  stats  and.  - 
its  for  your  friends  or  anyone  on  Xbox  Live™  that  wants 

;•  NFL  FEVEtt 

— (  X 

xeox 

IB?/]  to  take  you 

rse  with  NFL  Fever  2004,  nice  guys  do  finish  last. 

it's  good 

to  play  togethe 

YOU  was,  NOT  LEAVE  these  halls  as  YOU  ENT 
?  -YOU  WILL  UNLEARN  AIL  THAT  YOU  HAVE  LI 


TOWERFUL  ALLY.  AND  A  TERRIBLE  FOE'.  -  . 


-krnhwWMhti 
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JEDI  ACADEMY 


swJediAcademy.com 


Official  Star  Wars 


I ESRB  COIUTENT  RATING 


Express 

igXif?  flJouu  and  Olex-t 


RRLLISPORT  CHRLLEnGE  E 

Gran  Turismo  who?  Get  down  and  dirty  with  the  new  king  of  realism. 


The  Dirt  on  Xbox  Live 


d  for  thought:  Why  is 
the  motorsport  of  NASCAR, 
with  all  of  its  subtle  strategies 
and  hidden  alliances,  somehow  more 

n  the  United  States  than  the 
id,  and  often  more  dangerous, 
|  of  man  versus  nature  that  is 
the  World  Rally  Championship?  While 
you  ponder  this  mystery,  feast  your  eyes 
on  RalliSport  Challenge  2,  perhaps  the 
most  compelling  reason  yet  as  to  why 
we  Yankees  should  place  rally  racing  up 
there  along  with  the  Indianapolis  500  as 
the  vehicular  sport  of  choice.  Set  for 
release  in  spring  of  2004,  the  game 
stands  to  be  the  most  comprehens 
rally  package  this  generation. 


embankments  results  in  shattered 
windshields,  popping  trunks,  loose 
bumpers,  missing  doors,  and,  in  the 
worst  of  cases,  snuffed  headlights  during 
a  night  rally.  Of  course,  these  cosmetic 
effects  will  directly  affect 
handles  In  the  rough. 

RalliSport  2  also  adds  a 


Order  your  Zodiac  today!  Go  to  www.tapwave.com 


go.  do.  play. 


ill:  Hnnos-on 

demons  when  you  can  shoot  them  instead? 


XBN 


‘•••some  mad  3-011-3 
basketball  that 
could  prove 
to  put  the 
action-sports 
ball  back  in  ^ 
JAM’s  court.” 

-  GamePro  JH 


U  toilet  and  flush  it.  The  action 
RPG  Sudeki  does  not  abide 
by  it  and  will  not  subscribe  to  the 
notion  that  light  is  automatically  good 
and  dark  is  prima  facia  evil.  The  game 
sets  up  a  sweeping  plot  with  two 
worlds  at  war  and  drops  the  warrior  Ta! 
(and  his  allies)  right  in  the  middle  of  it, 
After  a  brief  tutorial  through  which 
players  are  introduced  to  the  game’s 
combo  system— wherein  light  and 
heavy  attacks  can  be  mixed  to  create 
powerful  strikes—' Tal  rushes  out  to 
fight  a  war  in  a  rather  expansive  world 
where  reality  is  wholly  subjective. 

“We’re  making  a  completely  differ¬ 
ent  game  than  Final  Fantasy,”  Jason 
Avent,  games  director  for  Climax,  says. 
“Unlike  Final  Fantasy,  Sudeki  is  very 
much  a  combat  RPG.  We  have  beauti¬ 
ful  environments,  a  compelling  story, 
and  reai-time  oombat  featuring  our 


players  access  toe  menus, 


game.  The  OneTrme  technology 
provides  a  time-bending  element  thal 
allows  for  a  greater  array  of  tactics. 
You  can  switch  between  four  charac¬ 
ters,  each  with  distinctly  unique 


It’s  ironic  that  the  playtest  was  of  a 
"final”  version— labeled  as  such  on  the 
gameplay  screen — because  the  game 
occasionally  stuttered  and  paused  and 
rather  contained  incomprehensible 

bandidos  and  rescues  a  farm  in  the 
process,  toe  grateful  farmer  tells  our 
hero  he  may  smash  one  of  the  contain- 


valuable  reward  in  the  proces 
Nation  reserves  judgement  o 
until  its  release  in  Apri!  2004. 


A  XPRESS 

OJouj  and  RJex-t 


SURPRISIDGLV  SUDEKI 


Xbox  RPG  loads  its  plate  with  real-time  combat,  light  versus  dark  plot 


SOfllC  HEROES 


“Come  forth,  ye  hedgehogs,  and  make  merry.”  On  Xbox. 


Backyard  Brainiac! 


XBN 


Get  back  to  nature  and  experience  the  struggle  of  man 
versus  fish  in  Pro  Cast  Sports  Fishing.  It’s  the  most  compre¬ 
hensive  bass  fishing  simulation  game  on  the  Xbox.  Become 
the  top  angler  in  tournament  fishing.  Customize  your  weather 
and  time  settings.  And  discover  a  treasure  trove  of  hidden 
secrets  that  may  lead  you  to  the  legendary  big  mouth  bass 
that  has  spawned  fishtales  for  years! 
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capcom.com 
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SOn THE  DL 

Downloadable  goodness  you  can  grab  from  Xbox  Live 


Brute  Force 

Download:  "Lockjaw”  Mission 

Why  it’s  cool:  This  particular  mission  is  full  of  disinformation 
from  the  chain  of  command,  so  the  tension  here  is  maxed  out. 
Obligatory  PR  quote:  "Be  prepared!  Things  are  not  as  they 


Tom  Clancy’s  Ghost  Recon:  Island  Thunder 

Download:  “Oil  Refinery”  Mission 

Why  it’s  cool:  You  and  your  squad  must  take  control  of  an  oil 
refinery  away  from  rebel  forces. 

From  the  hypemasters:  "So  realistic  that  you  will  smell  the 
sweat  that  trickles  down  your  forehead  from  your  helmet!” 


lor  call  1-800-771-37721 
I  for  more  ratings  I 


KILL 


meet  the  Lionheafts.  A  Smack,- talRing  fag-tag  band  of  rebels  bound  on  an  impossible  quest.  With  an  arsenal  of 
outrageous  weapons,  they're  destined  for  victory  in  12,ooo  bullets  or  less.  If  they  can  make  it  through  an  army 
of  psychotic  robots  and  wall-SmaSbing  Goliaths,  they  just  might  Save  the  wofld...if  they  don't  bum  it  down  first. 


armed.lucasarts.com 


ROCKSTAR  GAMES  PRESENTS 
TWO  EPIC  ROCKSTAR  NORTH 
PRODUCTIONS  TOGETHER 
ON 


— 


GRAND  THEFT  AUTO  III  is  A  NATIONAL  OBSESSION, 
ITS  SEQUEL  BORDERS  ON  SOMETHING  MORE:  ART." 


HOTFORTHE 

HOLIDAYS 


Xbox  Nation  counts  down  35  of  the  most  anticipated 
games  this  winter,  §jet  ’em  while  they’re  hot. 


How  much  marketing  hype  surrounds  the  game,  how  much  word-of-mouth  buzz  the 
game  has  in  the  hardcore  community,  and  how  significant  it  is  in  the  context  of 
videogames  as  a  whole.  It  also  means  “stolen,"  for  those  who  didn’t  get  the  visual 
pun  we  spent  22  pages,  437  trees,  and  roughly  S3, 000  fleshing  out. 

Not  to  say  that  anyone  here  is  recommending  theft,  of  course. 

The  goal  here  is  to  list  these  games  based  on  where  they  sit  in  the  public 
consciousness,  and  filter  that  through  the  XBN  Buyer’s-Guide-a-Tron  4735  (part  of 
the  same  product  line  as  the  Review-a-Tron  5245,  but  with  40  percent  less  incisive 
commentary).  Some  of  these  games  are  reviewed  In  this  issue,  in  which  case  we 
provide  a  juicy  nugget  of  information  and  redirect  you  to  the  appropriate  page  our 
X rated  section.  For  those  titles  not  reviewabie  by  press  time,  the  writers  have 


Legend  oF  the  Three  Symbols 


Xbox  Live  Enabled 


These  symbols  are  your  guide  t 
our  guide,  and  they  indicate 
whether  a  game  is  Xbox  Live 
Enabled,  an  Xbox  Exclusive,  or 
has  been  reviewed  in  Xbox 
Nation's  Xrated  section  (along 
with  what  page  its  review  is  on) 
Enjoy,  and  happy  holidays. 


Xbox  Exclusive 


Reviewed  In  This  Issue 


□ 


Based  on  the  TV  series  of  the  same  name,  players 
slip  into  the  leather  chaps  of  Sydney  Bristow,  G1A 
superstar  and  redheaded  vixen.  Jet  to  foreign 
destinations,  whoop  ass,  and  use  cool  gadgetry  in 
the  name  of  almighty  freedom.  A  third-person  action 
game  with  innovative  splitscreen  modes  to  show  var¬ 
ious  views  of  the  action,  Alias  is  definitely  worth  a 
look,  but  purchase  with  caution. 

Buy  this  game  because:  Sydney  Bristow  makes  Austin 
L  Powers  seem  like  Drew  Carey  in  a  clown  suit, 
i  Sydney  is  looking  at  the  sky  and  it’s  getting  her  high.  Forget  the 


R:  Racing  Evolution 


ooo 


Once  king  of  the  video  speedways, 
Namco  has  spent  the  past  few  years 
playing  catch-up  in  the  racing  genre. 
The  weak  reception  for  Ridge  Racer  V, 
the  most  recent  game  in  the  aging 
series,  was  a  telling  sign  that,  like 
game  consoles  themselves,  racing 
fans  were  becoming  more  sophis¬ 
ticated.  Enter  Evolution,  Namco's 
attempt  to  beat  Gran  Turismo  at  its 
own  game.  Expect  real  cars,  realistic 
handling,  and  plenty  of  auto  tuning. 
Sadly,  early  test  drives  show  that  the 
controls  need  work.  Fans  of  the  series 
should  think  twice  before  strapping  in. 


OOO 


In  Whiplash,  zaniness  ensues  when  a  weasel  and 
rabbit  form  a  dynamic  duo  (they’re  chained  at  the 
wrists)  and  employ  scientific  violence  in  an  attempt  to 
escape  the  clutches  of  a  vile,  soulless  conglomerate. 
But  to  do  so,  players  must  get  sadistic.  Gamplay  here 
revolves  around  using  Redmond  the  rabbit  as  a  ball- 
and-chain  weapon  and  modifying  his  attributes  by 
stuffing  him  into  incinerators,  helium  machines,  and 
other  modern  horrors.  It’s  better  living  through  cruelty- 
what  could  be  merrier  this  time  of  year? 


Buy  this  game  because;  The  bunny  really  does  get  it  in 


Geometry  Wars 


Publisher:  Microsoft  »  Release:  Out  Now  »  ESRB:  E 


©©□ 


Geometry  Wars  is  a  game  so  retro  it's  modern,  so 
modern  it’s  visionary,  and  so  addictive  nothing  else 
will  matter  once  it  enters  your  otherwise  meaningless 
life.  Think  six  parts  Asteroids,  four  parts  Robotron, 
and  420  parts  Electric  Kool-Aid  Acid  Test,  and  you’re 
on  the  right  track.  Plus  it  comes  with  a  free  copy  of 
Project  Gotham  Racing  21  This  is  absolutely  the 
finest  Easter  egg  in  recent  memory. 


C461XBN 


Publisher:  Activision  •  Release:  Out  Now  •  ESRB:  M 


True  Crime:  Streets  of  L.A. 


ooo 


True  Crime  is  Activision’s  attempt  to 
capitalize  on  this  whole  “street  violence” 
thing  that’s  so  popular  with  the  kids  today. 
Developer  Luxoflux,  known  for  games  such 
as  Vigilante  8  and  Star  Wars  Demolition 
(both  PlayStation  titles),  knows  a  thing  or 
about  vehicular  mayhem,  but  hands-on 
have  shown  True  Crime  to  lack  the 
al  sauce  that  makes  Grand  Theft  Auto 
^Mshly  fun.  The  difference  here  is  that 


mile  rendition  of  the  L.A.  sprawl,  puts  you 
on  the  side  of  the  badge  as  Nick  Kang,  a 
bad  lieutenant  with  a  twitchy  trigger  finger 
and  a  passion  for  jacking  cars.  Still,  the 
question  remains:  With  GTA  now  available 
on  Xbox,  why  play  an  imitation? 

Buy  this  game  because:  You’re  sick  to  death  of 


The  Sims:  Bustin'  Out 

Publisher:  EA  •  Release:  December  •  ESRB:  E 


'OOO 


The  Sims,  those  lovable  little  computer  people,  have 
returned  in  a  big  way.  Bustin’  Out  features  a  shipload  o: 
new  behaviors,  locations,  items,  and  vehicles.  It’s  not 
just  more  of  the  same— it’s  a  lot  more  of  the  same. 


As  a  Jedi-in-training,  Academy  lets  you  choose  your  race,  create 
your  own  lightsaber,  and  fight  alongside  legends  such  as  Luke 
Skywalker.  But  those  of  you  expecting  the  depth  of  recent  hit 
Knights  of  the  Old  Republic  should  temper  your  anticipation; 
Academy  isn’t  an  RPG,  and  it  certainly  isn’t  about  groundbreaking 
gameplay.  But  it  is  solid,  if  you  don’t  mind  the  occasional  blandness. 

ofd  ay 'for  Tl6  b<f aUSe:  K£'bMs  °f  the  old  Republic  2  won’t  see  the  light 


objects  at  his  disposal;  use  hamburgers,  cups, 
plates,  chairs,  brooms,  and  other  delightful  items 
send  these  restless  souls  back  to  the  grave. 

Although  the  visual  style  leans  heavily  in  favor 
of  a  younger,  more  forgiving  audience,  Ghoulies' 
tight  controls,  clever  gameplay  twists,  and  over¬ 
all  production  values  make  this  game  a  worthy 
romp  for  Xbox  gamers  of  all  ages. 

Buy  this  game  because:  Microsoft  spent  $375 
million  big  ones  to  pick  up  Rare  and  Ghoulies.  K 


Grabbed  by  the  Ghoulies,  a  game  inspired  by  sexual 
innuendo  and  originally  developed  for  Nintendo 
GameCube,  features  a  cute  cast  of  whimsical  charac¬ 
ters  stamped  out  from  ex-Nintendo  developer  Rare’s 
industrial  press.  Ghastly  creeps  want  a  thorough 
thrashing  in  this  grand,  glorious,  and  haunted  adven¬ 
ture,  and  you're  obliged  to  deliver  the  punishment. 
Proceed  room  by  room  in  this  massive  Disney-fied 
mansion  by  literally  kicking  supernatural  ass.  Aside 
from  dishing  out  stiff  chop-socky  techniques, 
protagonist  Cooper  also  has  a  number  of  background 


Crabbed  by  the  Ghoulies 


Tiger  Woods:  PGA  Tour  duu4) 


0©Q 


Voodoo  Vince 


o©e 


Rat-riding,  masochistic  Vince  is  not  real,  but  his  voodoo 
is.  This  gorgeous  platformer  features  power-ups  that 
allow  Vince  to  damage  enemies  by  inflicting  pain  on  him¬ 
self:  Superlaxatives  will  cause  foes  to  implode  and  a 
grinder  will  chop  them  into  slivers.  Vince  may  not  be  the 
best  platformer,  but  it  is,  in  places,  solid  fun. 


Buy  this  ga 
acid— and  I 


i  if  you  don’t  pick  up  two  copies. 


048IXBN 


NO  ONES  TClLLEr  TKaN 

,hE  LOST  MON  StaNdiNg 


to  incite  Ninja’s  special  Rage  abilities. 


Gravity?  Run  up  walls  and  tear  through 
levels  with  moves  only  the  most  insane 
Ninja  would  try. 


Use  multiple  weapons  to  take  apai 
any  foe  that  dares  stand  between 
Ninja  and  his  missions. 


Five  huge  worlds,  mini-quests  and 
grueling  missions  that  wifi  separate 
the  Ninjas  from  the  boys. 


>  Crimson  Skies:  High  Road 


lance  Dance  Revolution  Ultr 


Publisher:  Konami  •  Release:  Out  Now  •  ESRB:  E 


Returning  on  Xbox  is  the  series’ 
classic  Workout  mode  which 
keeps  track  of  the  calories  you 
burn  with  each  step  you  take. 
Ultramix  also  marks  the  first  time-f 
the  series  goes  online  (via  Xbox 
'  Live).  Players  can  download  new  . 
songs,  trade  custom  dance  steps, 
and  even  hold  their  own  private 
dance-offs  online.  Good  times. 


With  the  arrival  of  an  exclusive 
Dance  Dance  Revolution,  Xbox  ' 
owners  now  have  an  excuse  to 
flail  their  limbs  about  wildly  in 
fio&j§®f  the  television.  Ultramix  is 
".  Devolution  with  all  the  trimmings, 
underneath  slick,  new  cartoon 


Devolution  have  looked  pretty 
funky,)  Shake  your  ass  to-  over  45 
••  licensed  songs  from  the  Tikes  of 
DJ  Paul  Oakenfold  and  other 
high-energy  Devolution  favorites. 


Amped  2 


Adrenaline  Slick  by  Sailek 


O©0 


The  fortunes  of  German  pilots  everywhere  are  about  to  take  a  severe 
downturn.  In  this  intense  WWII  flight-action  game,  from  Secret 
Weapons  of  Luftwaffe?  TIE-Fighter?  and  X-Wing®  creator  Lawrence 
Holland,  you'll  join  a  secret,  eiite  fighter  squadron.  Your  mission: 
thwart  the  most  insidious  plans  of  the  Third  Reich.  Over  Europe  and 
other  theaters,  you’ll  pilot  nearly  two  dozen  authentic  aircraft,  and 
face  over  30  air-to-air  and  air-to-ground  combat  scenarios.  And  you 
won’t  need  any  flight  training.  Just  nerves  of  steei,  a  steady  hand, 
and  a  hurning  desire  to  rid  the  world  of  tyranny,  one  mission  at  a  time’ 
WWW.OVERMORMANI3Y.COM 


SECRET 


'(Translation:  Hey,  Captain!  Your  airplanes  on  fire.) 


Before  its  release,  people  joked  that  the  only 
thing  going  for  Top  Spin  would  be  a  digital 
rendition  of  Anna  Kournikova  and  her 
babushkas.  Little  did  we  realize  Top  Spin 
would  turn  out  to  be  one  of  the  best  games, 
on  or  offline  this  winter.  Two  sore  thumbs  up. 


kill.swikh 


When  Namco  isn’t  fine-tuning  one  of  the  best 
fighting  games  ever  made  on  Xbox  (Hint:  It’s  a 
chop-socky  title  with  a  lot  of  soul),  the  developer 
is  apparently  thinking  up  ways  to  commodify 
Hollywood-style  violence  with  games  such  as 
kill.switch.  And  like  the  best  summer  block¬ 
busters,  this  game  is  pretty  shallow,  but  a  blast 


i  his  is  where 

. :  '  .  .  ■. 

I  hunted  them  down, 


Red  Faction®  coming  this  winter  on  N-Gage.  The  premier  first-person 
shooter  for  N-Gage  takes  you  on  a  journey  through  10  intricate  levels 
across  land,  sea,  and  air  in  your  quest  for  truth,  n-gage.com 


anyone  , 
anywhere 


games  Game 


Beyond  Good  &  Evil 


Controller 


HorForThe  Holidays 


Hawk’s  Underground 


In  lieu  of  the  numerical  sequel  the 
world  usually  expects  this  time  of  year, 
Neversoft  is  giving  Tony  Hawk  its 
biggest  overhaul  yet— including  the 
exclusion  of  one  Tony  Hawk.  While  Mr. 
900  remains  playable  for  Free  Skate 
Mode,  the  real  star  of  Underground  is 
a  middle-aged  business  man  who 
wears  a  sport  coat,  tie,  no  pants,  and  a 
paper  bag  over  his  head.  Or  it  could  be 
whatever  character  you  decide  to 
design  to  put  through  the  game’s  linear 


narrative.  You  play  ' 
as  an  amateur  out  to  '  ijpB  j 
escape  the  doldrums  of  •  vr 
suburban  New  Jersey  by 
getting  sponsored  and  going  pro. 
Those  familiar  with  the  series  will  feel'; 
right  at  home  with  Underground. 
Unfortunately,  Live  support  is  sorely 
lacking  in  the  Xbox  version. 


Tony  Hawk’s  Underground. 


’  What’s 


Project  Gotham  Pacing  2 


5kies:  High  Road  To 


Revenge 


Blood 

Intense  Violence 


Microsoft 


VALVE 


'“With  graphically  superior  action,  7  6 
ne  play  and  a  vast  arsenal  of  weapons, 
You  may  want  to  practice  offline  beforr 
na.  Here,  you  can  go  it  alone  or  you  car 
s  and  talk  strategy  over  the  Live  Co 
mbs,  rescue  hostages  and  take  on  ter 
>  competition  will  be  tough,  so  you'd  b 


good  to  play  togethe 


Publisher:  Ubisoft  •  Release:  Out  Now 


The  President  of  the  United  States  has  been 
assassinated  and  all  you’ve  got  is  the  worst 
hangover  in  the  world— not  to  mention  a  bad 
case  of  amnesia.  In  the  cartoon-shaded  world  of 
XIII,  a  hip  first-person  shooter  based  on  a 
French  comic  book,  nothing  is  as  it  seems.  , 
Unfortunately,  a  stylish  veneer  only  expos-  /a 
es  the  game’s  lack  of  decent  A.I.  and 
gameplay.  A  classic  case  of  style  over 
substance,  XIII  looks  and  unfolds  much 
better  than  it  plays  and  controls. 


When  it's  cold,  it  snows.  And  when  it 
snows,  you  stay  in  to  play  the 
biggest,  baddest  snowboarding 
game  around,  which  this  year,  is  EA’s 
superlative  SSX  3.  Set  against  a 
single  sprawling,  menacing  mountain, 
SSX  returns  with  signature  big  air 
jumps,  ballsy  tricks,  flawless  controls, 
and  inimitable  sense  of  style.  See 
what  the  fuss  is  all  about. 


Xbox  Wi-Fi  Adapter 


While  its  forgettable  and:  uncatchy  title 
cements  it  in  the  annals  of  gaming 
underdogs,  Metal  Arms  is  not  to  be 
ignored  this  holiday  season.  Spend  an 
hour  with  this  sleeper  gem  and  you’ll 
never  again  want  to  look  at  Halo  imita¬ 
tors  such  as  Brute  Force.  Slick 
presentation  and  design  combined 
with  perfect  gameplay  make  for  one  of 
the  best  Xbox  shooters  ever. 


h  an  802.11  gi 


SSX  3 

Publisher:  EA  Sports  ♦  Release:  ( 

3ut  Now  •  ESRB:  E 
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TODD  McFARLANE 
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Visit  www.esrb.org 
or  call  1-800-771-3772 
for  more  info. 


FIFA  Soccer  200*1 


0OC 


3r  production  finished  on  last  year’s  j 
version  of  FIFA ,  EA  recognized  the 
game  represented  one  of  its  few  major  ; 
franchises  still  lacking  the  polish  and  j 
finesse  of  its  1 6-bit  counterpart. 

What’s  a  multibillion  dollar 
conglomerate  to  do?  Answer:  Round 
together  one  of  the  largest 
development  teams  in  the  history  of 
videogames,  pore  endlessly  over 
every  detail,  and  come  up  with  what’s 
possibly  the  best  video  rendition  of 
soccer  to  ever  hit  the  small  screen. 


©0© 


What’s  better  than  quenching  the 
excruciating  need  for  speed?  Satisfying 
that  urge  in  the  most  flamboyant  and 
illegal  way  possible,  while  surrounding 
yourself  with  hot  women  of  all  delicious 
ethnicities.  At  least  that’s  the  word  on  the 
street.  The  other  tip  is  that  Underground 
is  this  year’s  most  refreshing  and  visually 
visceral  racing  extravaganza.  Inspired  by 


real-life  street  racing  and  that  ridiculous 
movie  starring  Vin  Diesel,  Underground 
features  arcadelike  controls,  highly 
customizable  rides,  and  an  incredible 
sense  of  speed.  But  also  note  that 
Underground  is  not  Live-enabled,  and 
hence,  kind  of  disappointing. 


Armed  &  Dangerous 

Publisher:  LucasArts  •  Release:  December  •  ESRB:  T 


© 

.  Heed  well  this  advice:  kill  ‘cm  all.  but  do 
so  with  good, humor.  Launch  the  shark 
gun  at  them,  the  one  that  shoots  sharks 
that  swim  through  dirt  and  rock  before 
leaping  out  and  eating  unwitting  foes, 
Use  the  Topsy-Turvy  and  turn  the  game- 
play  world  upside-down  so  enemies 
simply  tali  off  the  world,  only  to  plummet 
back  down  and  land  in  a  heap.  Then, 
rescue  your  associate  Rcxus  so  the 
game  can  move  to.  a  cut-scene  paying 
;  homage  to  the  Tauntaun  disembowol- 
ment  scene  from  The  Empire  Strikes 
Back  while  simultaneously  making  a 
laugh-out-loud  anal-probe  joke.  Alter 
that,  man  a  cannon  on  a  rail,  glide  back 

>  amd  forth  spraying  death,  and.  blow:  the 

merry  hell  out  of  waves  of  enemies  hell¬ 
bent  on  storming  past  the  gates  you’re 


defending.  Remember  always  that  no 
omelette  was  ever  made  without  the 
breaking  of  eggs,  which  is  a  kind  way  of 
saying  if  anyone  is  left  standing  when 
the  shooting  stops,  someone  hasn’t 
done  his  job.  Feel  the  love  and  do  unto 
others  with  gusto  as  the  game's  heroes 
(a  psychotic  human,  a  tea-drinking 
robot,  a  mole,  and  a  hydrocephalic 
genius)  remind  all  that  it  takes  a  village 
to  raise  a  child  and  lots  of  explosives  to 
blow  up  the  village.  Smart  tike  the 
Doogie  Howser  and  sharp  like  the 
scissors.  Dangerous  holds  enough 
comedic  elements  and  killing  to  enthrall 
all.  save  for  perhaps  the  recently 
deceased  and,  maybe,  tax  accountants. 
Buy  this  game  because:  It's  Monty  Python 
meets  Halo,  In  the  best  possible  way. 


MILD  LYRICS 


Grand  Theft  Auto  Double  Pack 


criminal  fantasies.  It  goes  without 
saying  that  these  games  look  better 
on  Xbox;  the  character  models,  car 
reflections,  and  shadowing  have  all 
been  beefed  up.  GTA  will  also  fea¬ 
ture  widescreen  support,  custom 
soundtracks,  and  Dolby  5.1 .  It’s  worth 
picking  up  just  to  have  both  games 
looking  better  and  in  one  place. 


Crime  pays  off  big  here — the  Grand  Theft  Auto 
Double  Pack  is  the  greatest  steal  since  the 
Lufthansa  heist.  Rockstar  has  stuffed  two  classic 
games,  Grand  Theft  Auto  III  and  Grand  Theft  Auto: 
Vice  City,  into  one  package,  complete  with 
cosmetic  upgrades  for  Xbox.  For  those  who 
happened  to  be  comatose  when  these  two  games 
hit  PlayStation  2,  GTA3  and  Vice  City  offer  huge' 
cities  ripe  for  exploration.  As  an  unrepentant  scum, 
you  perform  missions  on  foot  or  in  a  stolen  vehicle, 
or  make  like  an  anarchist  as  the  game’s  open- 
ended  play  allows  you  total  freedom  to  act  out  your 
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Prince  of  Persia:  The  Sands  Of  Time 


Publisher:  Ubisoft  *  Release:  November  «  ESRBi  T 


ooo 


embarking  upon  its  quest  is 
simitar  to  that  felt  at  the  start 
of  the  original  Tomb  Raider, 
Sony’s  critically  acclaimed 
/co,  or,  in  fact,  the  original  . 
Prince  of  Persia  some  15  fl 
years  back.  The  Xbox 
version  of  the  game  looks 
significantly  prettier  than 
either  of  its  cross-platform 
counterparts,  but  then, 
that’s  not  the  point:  The 
point  is  that  if  you  care 
about  videogames,  you 
need  to  play  Prince. 


Like  huffing  purified  oxygen  after  years  of 
glue,  Prince  of  Persia  serves  as  a  breath  of 
fresh  air.  Playing  for  the  first  time,  it’s 
difficult  not  to  set  aside  any  lingering 
cynicism,  be  it  toward  third-person 
adventures,  dusty  franchise  resurrections, 
or  videogames  in  general.  Ubisoft’s  newest 
opus  is  a  tightly  coded  tale  concerning 


some  of  the  most  impressive  animation 
ever  seen  in  the  interactive  realm. 

Prince’s  deft  combination  of  grace  and 
polish  demonstrate  the  sort  of  visual 
poetry  that  has  thus  far  been  grievously 
absent  from  the  gaming  canon.  It  is,  in 
many  ways,  the  most  accomplished  title 
on  this  list:  The  emotion  one  feels  while 


Prince  Among  Thieves 


As  much  as  anything,  it’s  Prince  of  Persia’s  •. 
gives  it  such  a  distinct  feel.  The  developers’ 

playing,  back-flipping  mayhem— gives  the  g 
universe  an  immediately  unique  feel.  While  t 

Tecmo's  Ninja  Gaiden,  the  breadth  of  the  un 
ultimately,  the  gameplay,  put  Persia  in  a  clas 

No  PoP  Server  Found 
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“everything  that  fans  could  have  hoped  for”  -  i£ 
8^  Play  over  50  stages  acrossslminique  maps 
&  Giant  s'ege  engines:  batterijifpams,  catapults,  and  bridge 
S'”  Fierce:  new  one-on-oneidMs 

&  Kingdom  Play!  Select  a  nevt/  general  for  each  stage  in  Musot 
W  Dolby  Digital  5.1  (Xbox  only)  mrsari  H 
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□eus  Ex  2:  Invisible  War 


sneak  and  collect  stuff,  you  can,”  Harvey  Smith,  the  game’s  proj¬ 
ect  director,  says.  “But  if  you  want  to  follow  the  story  and  see  all 
the  alternate  routes,  all  of  that  is  there,  too." 

This  flexibility  allows  Ex2  to  be  played  multiple  times,  in  differ¬ 
ent  ways.  You  can  play  through  once  using  run-and-gun  tactics, 
once  in  stealth  mode,  and  again  like  an  action-heavier  Star  Wars: 
Knights  of  the  Old  Republic,  each  time  with  a  significantly  different 
story  arc  and  ending.  According  to  Ion  Storm’s  Dane  Caruthers,  an 
action-intense  first  run  will  consume  20  hours,  with  10  hours  per 
replay.  Or  you  can  play  50-hour  conversational  adventure  games 
until  you've  consumed  all  of  the  story  and  endings. 

There’s  only  one  letdown  for  Xbox  fans:  The  developers  aren’t 
hinting  at  Xbox-exclusive  features— Xbox  Live  or  otherwise.  So,  for 
better  or  worse,  Xbox  owners  will  get  a  game  that’s  virtually  identi¬ 
cal  to  its  PC  brother.  But  who  would  complain  about  a  perfect 
translation  of  the  even-better  sequel  to  an  award-winning  game? 


Armed  with  a  significantly  retooled  interface  and  Halo-tike  con¬ 
trols,  Deus  Ex  2:  Invisible  War,  a  first-person  action  adventure 
developed  simultaneously  on  the  PC,  looks  and  feels  every  bit  tike 
a  console  game.  Building  upon  the  story  and  gameplay  innova¬ 
tions  that  won  its  predecessor  numerous  Game  of  the  Year  honors, 
Ex2  blends  the  action  and  pacing  of  GoldenEye  007  with  the  smart 
stealthiness  of  Splinter  Cell,  and  the  inspired  cyberpunk  adventur¬ 
ing  of  classic  action-RPG  Shadowrun  on  the  Super  Nintendo. 

The  twist  is  that  Ex2  is  not  a  game  where  you  adventure  and 
converse  for  one  mission,  shoot  people  every  second  mission, 
then  sneak  around  on  every  third.  Instead,  you  can  use  any  of 
l  these  techniques  in  any  stage,  at  any  time,  such  that  you 

might  talk  your  way  through  a  roomful  of  people,  gas  them 
ail  with  atoxic  canisterhMden  in  the  comer;  or  skulk  out  of 
pSll  sight  in  the  shadows  until  you  reach  the  door  on  the  other 
side.  “If  you  want  to  go  through  the  game  and  shoot  and 


Weak  spot  found; 


The  Holidays 


Console  Yourself 


Ex? s  single  constant  is  you.  Your  first  decision  is  choosing  a  m 
oth  named  Alex  D.  If  you’re  female,  "male  characters  hit  on  you,  a 
i/inists  or  sympathetic  to  females,”  Smith  says,  noting  that  female 
I  advantage,  and  other  times  slightly  disadvantaged  (these  differ- 
by  the  game’s  “feminist-minded”  male  and  female  writers).  Alex 
I  with  genetic  BioMods  suiting  your  gameplay  style.  If  you  like  A 
fat  make  you  invisible  and  hide  your  thermal  signature  from  ■ 
jressive  action,  choose  BioMods  that  control  gun-toting  robots® 
an  strength  to  finish  enemies  with  one  swing  of  your  energy  swH 
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story  with  the  game's  title? 
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Things  fo  Do  in  Deus  Whel 


r  side  quests.  One  of  the 


Ninja  Gaiden 


Publisher:  Tecmo  •  Release:  December  •  ESRB:  T 


A  recent  hands-on  with  Ninja  Gaiden  confirms 
Xbox  Nation's  long-held  suspicion:  in  terms  of 

pure  mechanics,  this  is  quite  possibly  the 
tightest,  most  infinitely  nuanced  control 
system  ever  devised  and  successfully 
implemented  in  a  third-person  action  game. 
The  sheer  arsenal  of  moves  available  at  any 
given  moment  and  from  any  given  angle  on 
the  playing  field  is  staggering;  an  accessible 
and  yet  suitably  deep  interface  allows  for  a 
complex,  balletic  series  of  sword  swings  and 
kicks  to  be  combined  seamlessly  with  wall  run 
air  flips,  and  a  backward  stab  for  good 
measure.  All  without  dropping  a  beat. 

In  speaking  with  Team  Ninja  Director 
Tomonobu  ltagaki,  it  becomes  clear  that 


Horpof  The  Hot  Ways 


A  Brief  History  of  Ninja  Gaiden 


the  hardcore  gamers  to  make  the 
tournament  their  incentive  to  polish 
their  gaming  skitt,”  Downloadable 
content  has  also  been  discussed, 
but  what  exactly  this  will  consist  of 
has  not  yet  been  determined. 

Because  it  was  never  reaiiy  the 
narrative  that  propelled  the  action  in 
the  original  8-bit  incarnations  of 
Ninja  Garden,  Team  Ninja  has  cho¬ 
sen  to  start  from  the  ground  up. 
“This  game  has  an  entirely  new 
storyline,”  Itagaki  says.  “We  felt  it 
was  necessary  to  give  gamers  a 
brand  new  Ryu  Hayabusa  adven¬ 
ture.  it's  been  four  years  since  I 
started  making  this  game.  Dead  or 
Alive  2,  DO  A3,  and  DOAX  ended  up 
finishing  before  Garden,  but  l‘ve 
always  been  working  on  Gaiden  as 
my  hobby  all  throughout  the  time.” 
The  fruition  of  that  hobby  Just  hap¬ 
pens  to  be  the  most  exciting  Xbox 
game  this  winter. 


Ninja  Gaiden’s  primary  objective  fa 

to  imbue  the  player  with  a  true 
sense  of  power  and  agility  as  the 
game’s  protagonist,  Ryu  Hayabusa. 
in  this,  Itagaki  and  his  talented 
designers  have  succeeded;  ft’s  clear 
that  the  emphasis  here  is  firmly  on 
action,  and  it  achieves  this  in  ele¬ 
gant  fashion.  The  puzzles  to  which 
Xbox  Nation  was  given  access,  boW- 
ever,  seemed  relatively  mundane — 
think  finding  gold  medallions  that  fit 
Into  oddly-shaped  lion's  mouths  and 
subsequently  opening  a  nearby 
door.  While  these  elements  seem 
like  filler  between  action  segments, 
judgement  will  be  reserved  until  the 
game  is  reviewed  next  issue. 

Also  included  in  Ninja  Gaiden  will 
be  an  Xbox  Live-enabted  “Master 
Ninja  Tournament,”  held  to  deter¬ 
mine  the  world's  best  ninja.  It's 
essentially  an  online  scoreboard 
which  judges  and  ranks  players 
based  on  their  martial  artistry. 
“Because  Ninja  Gaiden  is  a  chal¬ 
lenging  game,”  Itagaki  says,  “I  want 
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REVIEIilinG  THE  REVIEWS 

Push  out  the  jive,  bring  in  the  love...  Xbox  Nation  style 


Being  a  single-format  magazine,  we  at 
Xbox  Nation  find  ourselves  in  the  difficult 
situation  of  critiquing  games  that  reside  on 
Xbox,  while  not  blinding  ourselves  to  the 
sphere  of  console  gaming  surrounding  it. 
We  will  make  a  point  to  put  each  game 
within  the  context  of  both  its  platform  and 
videogames  at  large,  whenever  possible. 

Our  scale  is  a  rigid  one  to  1 0;  in  an 
industry  where  the  independent  spirit  is 
often  kicked  maliciously  to  the  curb,  and 
games  are  often  prematurely  rushed  out 
the  door  in  the  name  of  quarterly  earnings, 
we  believe  it’s  an  important  time  to  be 
critical.  And  while  the  burden  certainly 
weighs  heavily  upon  our  shoulders  as 
reviewers,  it  is  infinitely  heavier  on  the  con¬ 
sumers’  backs.  In  this  day  of  shallow  profit 


margins,  wallets  speak  volumes.  Allow  us 
to  break  it  down  for  the  folks  in  the  cheap 
seats:  One  is  video  feces.  Two  is  trash. 
Three  is  junk.  Four  is  subpar.  Five  is  aver¬ 
age.  Six  is  slightly  above.  Seven  is  very 
solid.  Eight’s  a  real  gem.  Nine  is  amazing. 
Ten  is  Halo. 

Our  most  important  requirement  is  that 

And  yet,  while  innovative  forms  of  interac¬ 
tion  come  first,  we  don’t  scoff  at 
technology  so  cutting  edge  it  makes  our 
noses  bleed  or  gameplay  that  refines  a  pre¬ 
existing  formula  into  something  so  supple  it 
bleeds  itself,  either.  Titles  failing  to  distin¬ 
guish  themselves  in  one  of  these  crucial 
ways  are— in  our  opinion — quite  easily  dis¬ 
missed,  especially  at  50  bucks  a  pop. 


□  Born  of  nucleated  science, 
fueled  by  both  a  manic  rage 
and  many  carbonated 
beverages,  and  sworn  to  uphold  the 
Stonecutter’s  oath,  the  critics  of  this  hal¬ 
lowed  publication  sweated  and  slaved 
to  compile  this  massive  list  of  reviews. 

Make  no  mistake:  The  list  is  enor¬ 
mous,  whopping  even.  It  is,  after  all,  the 
holiday  season,  a  sacred  time  when 

heads  of  game  company  executives, 
and  good  little  boys  and  girls  weep  like 
their  dog  was  just  shot  when  they  find 
Backyard  Wrestling:  Don’t  Try  This  At 
Home  inside  a  gift-wrapped  package. 
On  the  whole,  Xbox  Nation  proclaims 


this  holiday  season  a  moderate  success 
for  Xbox.  Titles  such  as  Crimson  Skies: 
High  Road  to  Revenge,  Top  Spin,  Metal 
Arms,  FIFA  Soccer  2004,  and  NASCAR 

the  lesser,  lower-scoring,  and  perhaps 
stinktastic,  offerings. 

It  is,  at  this  early  stage,  impossible  to 
gauge  the  full  extent  of  Xbox’s  holiday 
season.  Much-anticipated  games  such 
as  Ninja  Gaiden,  Prince  of  Persia, 
Rainbow  Six  3,  The  Sims:  Bustin'  Out, 
Deus  Ex  2:  Invisible  War,  and  Legacy  of 
Kain:  Defiance  were  simply  not  available 
for  review  by  press  time.  Look  for  round 

plete  with  a  green  chimpanzee  egg. 
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Smart  Revieuus 

CRimSOn  SKIES:  HIGH  RORD  TO  REVEI1GE  ~ 

Revenge  is  a  dish  best  served  cold  on  the  high  road  with  your  eye  on  the  crimson  sky 


we'll  tell  you  the  answer  to  the  riddle  of 
steel.  Sincerely,  Xbox  Nation. 


□  Be  it  high  or  low,  all  roads 

lead  to  chores,  with  Crimson 
Skies:  High  Road  to 
Revenge's  roguishly  rough-hewn  hero 
Nathan  Zachary  starring  as  everyone’s 
personal  errand  boy.  Zachary,  leader  of 
the  famed  Fortune  Hunters  sky  pirates, 
takes  to  the  air  for  high  adventure  and, 
for  the  most  part,  gets  it,  save  for  the 
times  he’s  reduced  to  doing  favors  for 
shlubs,  pikers,  and  mo-mos. 

Revenge  builds  a  solid  foundation 
by  supposing  the  United  States  has 
splintered,  and  that  air  combat  is  the 
preferred  means  of  social  discourse. 
Zachary  and  his  cohorts  travel  from 
nation  to  nation  in  a  huge  zeppelin, 
hunting  down  a  mystery,  collecting 
new  planes,  acquiring  cash-funded 
upgrades  and  repairs,  and  blasting 
everything  with  extreme  prejudice. 
Missions  string  the  play  along,  and 
when  not  in  some  grand  undertaking, 
Zachary  can  explore  some  fairly  intri¬ 
cate  and  overlarge  game  worlds. 

Skies  fall  when  Zachary  becomes 
everybody’s  pal,  doing  favors  for  them. 
He  can’t  buy  information  or  use  strong- 
arm  tactics,  so  he  has  to  kowtow  to 
everyone  for  everything.  Before  he  can 
find  a  hidden  mine,  flyboy  must  first 
rescue  a  sheriff’s  errant  deputy,  knock 
out  a  rival  gang’s  hidden  base,  escort  a 
zeppelin  to  safety,  and  steal  some 
cargo  while  avoiding  said  sheriff's 
security  forces.  After  completing  the 
required  tasks,  the  players  are  directed 
to  Navajo  territory. 

No  lie:  The  Navajo  set  up  three  tests 
of  skill  to  prove  Zachary  is  worthy  of 
crossing  their  airspace.  Because  it  is 
imperative  that  those  crossing  a 
wasteland  in  a  zeppelin  need  to  be 
able  to  shoot  hot-air  balloons  from  an 
anti-aircraft  gun,  the  Navajo  set  up  a 
test  wherein — wait  for  it— a  player’s 
balloon-shooting  skills  are  tested. 

When  that’s  done,  Zachary  will  also 
have  to  defend  the  Native  Americans’ 
statues,  shepherd  their  truck  convoys, 
and  do  everything  save  for  perhaps 
juggle  their  cats  and  chew  their  food. 

Here’s  the  game’s  great  downfall: 
Players  never  really  feel  in  control. 
They’re  defending  other  people’s  stuff 
and  wasting  other  people’s  enemies, 
but  never  building  an  empire  for  them¬ 
selves.  The  game  creates  an  epic 
setting,  and  then  lets  players  star  as  a 
ham-and-egger. 

In  defiance  of  the  weak  missions,  air 


■  Nathan  Zachary’s  Devastator  plane  can  be  repaired  on-the-fly,  but  he'll  have  to  pay  for  it.  Zachary  is 
the  only  one  doing  freebies  in  Crimson  Skies:  High  Road  to  Revenge. 

Crimson  Skies  creates  an  epic  setting 
and  then  lets  players  star  as  a  ham- 
and-egger. 


battles  are  frantic  affairs,  and  they’re 
great.  Revenge  fills  its  skies  with  smart 
foes  and  hard-to-kill  zeppelins;  its 
ground-based  enemies  are  deadly.  Flak 
flies  in  from  all  directions;  enemies  per¬ 
form  loops  and  dives  to  avoid 
destruction.  During  a  fight,  players  can 
swoop  down  and  receive  quick  repairs, 
land  at  an  airfield  to  steal  a  new  plane, 
or  ditch  the  plane  to  man  an  anti-air¬ 
craft  gun  or  rocket  launcher.  Simple 
controls  allow  a  player  to  concentrate 
on  the  matter  at  hand:  the  simple,  vis¬ 
ceral  thrill  of  tracking  an  enemy,  getting 
him  in  the  plane’s  gunsights,  and  then 


tearing  the  no-goodnik  to  pieces.  The 
fights  are  good  enough  so  as  to  make 
the  lame  “favors  for  everyone” 
mechanic  seem  unimportant. 

Online  and  multiplayer  play  solidify 
Revenge’s  place  in  the  sun.  Up  to  16 
players  can  compete  via  Xbox  Live, 
and  the  shooting  is  just  fine.  With  little 
lag  and  unpredictable  foes,  the  game 
soars  on  wings  that  shine  like  gold. 
Greg  Orlando 


Eight  out  of  Ten 


078IXBN 


+U  XRRTED 

^  Smart  Reviews 

PIETRL  fminS:  GLITCH  in  THE  SVSTEPS 

Behold,  the  best  Xbox  shooter  since  Halo 


Players  earn  arsenal  upgrades,  take 
down  massive  bosses,  and  engage 
in  refreshing  gameplay  twists. 


■  This  is  our  generation's  Abbott  &  Costello 
Meet  Frankenstein.  With  robots. 


One  of  the  coolest  weapons  in  the 
game  (and  certainly  the  most  inven¬ 
tive  in  recent  memory)  is  the  Control 
Tether,  a  gun  that  shoots  a  cord  into 
the  backs  of  enemy  robots,  allowing 
you  to  effectively  play  as  the  bad 
guys— at  least  until  they’re  a  burning 
heap.  The  catch  is,  the  gun  is  slow 
and  takes  a  while  to  lock  on. 


□  Amid  the  noise  and  din  of  the 
buying  rush  this  holiday  sea¬ 
son,  Metal  Arms  will  not  be 
the  game  to  top  Santa’s  list.  But  it 
should  be,  and  here’s  why:  Second 
only  to  Halo,  Arms  is  the  best  shooter 
on  Xbox.  You'd  never  be  able  to  tell 
simply  by  looking  at  the  game’s 
detailed  yet  seemingly  kiddie-character 
designs,  or  by  trying  to  memorize  its 
decidedly  uncatchy  title.  But  it’s  these 
superficial  detractions  that  make  Arms 
one  of  Xbox’s  most  overlooked  titles 
this  winter. 

Arms  stars  the  unassuming  Glitch, 
a  stout  little  droid  who  belies  his 
adorable  appearance  with  an  uncanny 
ability  to  dish  out  massive  amounts  of 
firepower.  His  world  is  a  mechanized 
war  zone,  and  his  cause  is  to  fight  the 
sinister  General  Corrosive  and  his 
legion  of  tin-can  cronies.  Players  jour¬ 
ney  to  exotic  and  dystopian  locales 
ranging  from  metallic  wastelands  to 
military  installations  to  exotic  alien 
hives.  Durin  Arms’  lengthy  quest,  play¬ 
ers  earn  arsenal  upgrades,  discover 
secrets,  and  take  down  massive  boss¬ 
es,  as  well  as  engage  in  refreshing 
gameplay  twists. 

What  sets  Arms  apart  from  the 
dregs  of  shooter  mediocrity  is  thought¬ 
ful  game  design  permeating  every 
aspect  of  the  experience.  For  instance, 
even  while  it’s  set  in  a  third-person 
perspective,  Arms  controls  like  an 
impeccable  first-person  affair.  What’s 


more,  the  pulled-back  perspective 
serves  a  gameplay  purpose  by  giving 
players  a  better  sense  of  their  sur¬ 
roundings,  especially  during  the 
occasional  platforming  challenges. 
Beyond  simply  copying  Halo’s  control 
scheme,  developer  Swingin’  Ape  has 


nailed  Bungle’s  penchant  for  pacing 
the  game  to  keep  players  coming  back 
for  more. 

Arms’  emphasis  on  smart  A.I.  and 
dynamic  combat  scenarios  never  gets 
old  because  the  game  always  offers  a 
sense  of  discovery.  Each  additional 
chapter  rewards  players  with  bigger 
and  badder  toys,  distinct  friends  and 
enemies  to  take  over  and  control,  vari¬ 
ous  vehicles  to  tear  up,  and  new 
adversaries  to  beat  down. 

What  keeps  Arms  from  being  a  con¬ 
tender  for  2003's  game  of  the  year  is 
the  fact  that,  while  its  splitscreen  multi¬ 
player  modes  are  unquestionably 
sound  and  technically  polished,  the 
game  lacks  system  link  and  Xbox  Live 
support.  Sure,  it’s  not  an  absolute  deal 
breaker,  but  with  Live  gaining  so  much 

have  been  the  sci-fi  shooter  for  litters 
of  hungry  online  pups.  As  it  is  though, 
Arms  is  simply  the  weapon  of  choice 
for  Xbox  owners  looking  to  cut  through 
the  impossible  holiday  hype.  Sleeper 
hit  of  the  year?  You  betcha. 

Che  Chou 


■  After  a  day  of  mass  carnage,  Glitch  had  to  rash  to  make  his  date  with  Rosie  the  robot.  Sadly,  Rosie  Klino  m  it  nf  Ton 

was  killed  after  trying  to  polish  her  date's  rocket  launcher.  Apologies  for  the  hideous  innuendo.  mne  UUl  Ul  1611 


080IXBN 


XRRTED  ♦ 


nEED  FOR  SPEED:  UnDERGROUnD 


Dev:  Electronic  Arts 


□  Forget  the  five-oh;  forget  the 
exotic  sports  cars;  instead, 
imagine  Honda  Civic  hatchbacks  and 
neon  city  lights.  Taking  a  cue  from 
Midnight  Club  II  and  The  Fast  and  the 
Furious,  the  latest  Need  For  Speed 
favors  gritty  street  and  drift  racing, 
rather  than  the  standard  cops-chase- 
speeder  structure  of  past  installments. 
The  end  result  is  far  and  away  the  best 
recreation  of  said  style — period. 

Underground  features  a  number  of 
racing  modes,  each  effortlessly  imple¬ 
mented  into  the  game’s  story  mode. 
From  the  standard  circuit  races,  to 
high-intensity  drag  racing,  to  style- 
based  drift  courses,  the  game  covers 
all  corners  of  street-racing  culture  with 
first-class  presentation. 

Where  the  game  really  shows  its 
colors  is  in  the  level  of  customization 
for  each  of  the  20  cars.  Window  tints 
can  be  altered,  spoilers  added,  and 
brake  pads  colored.  But  here’s  also 
where  the  game  slightly  falters:  After- 
market  parts  are  unlocked  as  you  build 
your  reputation,  but  they’re  never  mon¬ 
etarily  out  of  reach.  As  such,  once 
items  become  available,  you’re  never 


forced  to  make  painstaking  decisions 
as  to  where  to  spend  the  money. 

Other  minor  misfires  in  Underground 

rate,  ali-or-nothing  collisions,  nighttime- 
only  courses  that  grow  a  tad  tedious, 
and  lack  of  online  play.  But  the  game’s 
incredible  sense  of  speed,  seat-of- 


your-soiled-trousers  physics,  and  over¬ 
all  production  polish  is  second  to  none 
on  Xbox. 

Kaiser  Hwang 


Nine  out  of  Ten 


TEEnRGE  muTnm  nm  jr  turtles 


□  When  it  comes  to  resurrecting 
old-school  stuff,  the  new 
Teenage  Mutant  Ninja  Turtles  beat-em- 
up  is  like  a  double-whammy.  But  there 
are  two  reasons  why  this  isn’t  a  bad 
thing:  First,  the  game  is  a  slick,  pol¬ 
ished  example  of  a  genre  whose  legacy 
has  basically  been  defecated  on;  and 
second,  the  new  Turtles  cartoon  series 
the  game  is  based  on  is  not  quite  as 
weak  as  the  original  a  decade  ago. 

As  with  the  mid-’90s  games,  you 
can  play  as  any  four  of  the  Turtles  and, 
superficially  at  least,  they  each  have 
different  attacks.  These  attacks  are 
used  to  dispatch  throngs  of  enemies, 
smash  open  crates  to  get  junk  food, 
and  the  like.  This  system  hasn’t 
changed  in  forever,  and  Turtles  certainly 
doesn’t  buck  the  trend. 

What  makes  Turtles  different  from 
most  modern  beat-em-ups  is  simply 
how  much  attention  was  paid  to  its 
presentation.  Where  most  licensed 
brawlers  feel  sloppy  and  half-finished, 
Turtles  is  smooth  and  cohesive.  This 
doesn’t  remedy  the  fact  that,  by  nature, 
the  game’s  pretty  plodding  and  repeti¬ 
tive — polish  just  makes  the 


proceedings  a  bit  easier  to  bear,  espe¬ 
cially  if  you’re  prone  to  nostalgia  or  too 
young  to  appreciate  the  roots. 

If  you  fall  into  either  category. 
Turtles  is  worth  checking  out.  But  be 
warned,  you  probably  won't  want  to 
play  this  through  more  than  once. 
Still,  Turtles  deserves  praise  for 


executing  with  finesse  a  simple  for¬ 
mula  most  other  recent  comers  have 
stumbled  on. 

Miguel  Lopez 


Six  out  of  Ten 
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THE  LORD  OF  THE  RinGS:  THE  RETURn  OF  THE  HinG 

All  hail  the  Lord  of  the  videogame  dance  and  the  King  of  the  Ring 


It  is  no  exaggeration  to  say 
that  Electronic  Arts’  latest 
licensed  opus,  The  Lord  of  the 
Rings:  The  Return  of  the  King,  is  the 
most  lavishly  produced  videogame  of  all 
time.  The  publisher  appears  to  have 
spared  precisely  zero  expense  in  recre¬ 
ating  every  polished  visual,  every  aural 
cue,  and  every  irate  ore  from  the  movie 
upon  which  the  game  is  based,  in  order 
to  thoroughly  preserve  the  film’s  cine¬ 
matic  integrity.  Barring  J.R.R.  Tolkien’s 
original  novels,  EA  has  essentially  creat¬ 
ed  the  ultimate  companion  piece  to 
Peter  Jackson’s  seminal  film  trilogy. 

Perhaps  Return  of  the  King  would  be 
best  classified  in  the  videogame  sub¬ 
genre  of  “digital  amusement  park  rides.” 
As  such,  it  is  quite  possibly  the  most 
thrilling  ride  ever  conjured,  shepherding 
players  through  deftly  rendered  loca¬ 
tions  from  Ivlinas  Tirith  and  Pelennor 
Fields  to  the  Crack  of  Doom.  There  is 
very  little  about  the  gameplay  that  one 
might  call  innovative  or  original;  it’s 
basically  an  all-you-can-kill,  hack-and- 
slash  buffet  from  start  to  finish,  with  film 
footage  providing  narrative  transitions 
from  one  combat  sequence  to  the  next. 
But  the  pacing  of  the  action  combined 
with  the  harmony  of  the  game’s  various 
elements — superb  graphics,  a  suffi¬ 
ciently  epic  THX  soundtrack,  an 
excellent  camera  system,  and  a  steady 
flow  of  elaborate  set-pieces — work  to 
generate  the  highest  “holyshit”-per-sec- 
ond  quotient  in  recent  memory. 

Cooperative  play,  one  element  sorely 
missing  from  last  year’s  initial  Rings  out¬ 
ing,  is  delivered  upon  in  the  sequel.  Its 
inclusion  is  one  of  the  most  essential 
parts  of  the  experience,  as  it’s  signifi¬ 
cantly  more  enjoyable  to  free  Middle- 
earth  from  the  clutches  of  the  Dark  Lord 
Sauron  when  a  bleary-eyed  friend  Ben 
elicits  an  awestruck  “duuude"  at  nearly 
every  turn. 

Clearly,  EA’s  objective  was  to  create 
a  videogame  for  a  mass-market  audi¬ 
ence.  Such  accessibility  requires  a  fair 
amount  of  willful  compromise,  of 
course,  and  there  is  plenty  here  for  the 
hardcore  gamer  to  condemn.  Unsur¬ 
prising  is  the  fact  that  the  player’s 
narrative  path  through  the  levels  is  fun¬ 
damentally  a  linear  one;  this  is,  after  all, 
based  on  a  film  based  on  a  novel,  both 
linear  mediums.  What  makes  less  sense 
is  the  fact  that  “interactive  elements"  in 
the  environment,  such  as  boulders  that 
can  be  pushed  down  hills  in  order  to 


topple  pursuing  enemies,  are  not  merely 
available  to  the  player,  they  are  obvious 
necessities  in  getting  from  point  A  to 
point  B.  They  are  highlighted  with  a 
glowing  white  circle,  so  that  you  know 
exactly  what  you  need  to  do  at  all  times. 

DVD  extras,  such  as  cast  interviews 
and  behind-the-scenes  featurettes,  are 
unlocked  on  the  level-select  screen, 
somehow  making  the  whole  experience 
feel  like  more  of  a  program  (read:  “Pro¬ 
grams!  Get  your  Return  of  the  King 
programs!”)  than  an  artistic  whole.  This 
is  an  example  of  game  design  by  com¬ 
mittee,  and  it  shows  in  the  details. 


Regardless,  the  mechanics  and  com¬ 
bos  required  to  slay  an  ore  provide  a 
solid,  viscerally  satisfying  experience, 
and  one  you’ll  enjoy  some  thousand 
times  over  before  all  is  said  and  done. 
Return  of  the  King  manages  to  become 
more  than  the  sum  of  its  rather  straight¬ 
forward  parts  and  raises  the  bar  for 
blockbuster  videogames.  File  under:  the 
perfect  weekend  rental. 

Evan  Shamoon 


Nine  out  of  Ten 


■  If  cartoons  have  taught  us  anything,  this  beast  can  be  foiled  by  lit  kegs  of  dynamite,  cannonballs, 
and  other  explosives  covered  in  a  dress  and  topped  with  lipstick,  a  blonde  wig,  and  a  pretty  sun  hat. 

Return  of  the  King  is  basically  an  all- 
you-can-kill,  hack-and-slash 
buffet  from  start  to  finish. 
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ESPfl  mu  BRSHETBRLL  2004 


complaining  about  games  without  Xbox 
Live— this  game  has  it.  NBA  Live  does  not. 


□  ESPN  NBA  Basketball  2004  is  a 
fine  game,  in  the  same  way  that 
Pizza  Hut  makes  a  fine  pie  and  Green 
Lantern  is  a  fine  superhero.  Technically, 
there's  nothing  wrong  with  any  of  ’em. 
But  do  they  earn  the  superdooper  gold 
star  of  approval?  Do  they  cause  your 
eyeballs  to  bulge  and  your  tongue  to 
dry?  Nay. 

The  number-one  problem  with 
ESPN  is  that  it  comes  out  at  the  same 
time  as  NBA  Live  2004.  Think  of  it  like 
this:  If  Mario  Lemieux  had  made  his 
NHL  debut  the  same  year  as  Wayne 
Gretzky,  nobody  would’ve  cared  much 
about  him,  either. 

The  flaws  with  ESPN  are  hardly 
earthshaking,  but  they  are  numerous. 
Players  who  would  never,  ever,  ever 
throw  down  a  windmill  jam  (paging  Dirk 
Nowitzki)  do  so  with  unrealistic  ease. 
The  action  seems  too  far  away  from  the 
screen,  and  little  can  be  done  to  fix  it. 
There’s  zero  fan  interaction.  It’s  waaaay 
too  easy  to  make  a  full-court  pass  into 
traffic.  A  gangly,  unathletic  center  like 
Dikembe  Mutombo  can  dribble  in  front 
of  a  waterbug-quick  point  guard  such 
as  Earl  Boykins  and  never  have  the 


rock  stolen.  In  one-player  games,  the 
computer— down  by  three  with  sec¬ 
onds  left— settles  for  a  layup  instead  of 
a  three-pointer.  Of  all  the  announcers  in 
the  world,  ESPN  utilizes  the  unfailingly 
annoying  Kevin  Frazier. 

Again,  it's  nothing  heinous,  and 
ESPN  will  afford  one  an  enjoyable 


hoops  experience.  But  when  the 
Rolling  Stones  of  basketball  games  is 
available,  why  settle  for  Menudo? 

Jeff  Pearlman 


Seven  out  of  Ten 


nBR  LIVE  2004 


Origin:  Redwood  City,  Ct 


Nine  out  of  Ten 
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Dev:  EA  Sports  Madness:  Insanity 

Pub:  EA  Sports  Origin:  Redwood  City,  CA 

Players:  1-4  Online:  No 


■  With  proper  timing,  this  year’s  March 
Madness  allows  you  to  block  layups  and 


□  Because  of  eligibility  and  licens¬ 
ing  issues,  videogames  featuring 
college  sports  are  unable  to  use  real 
players.  For  this  reason,  EA  Sports’ 
fantastic  new  college  hoops  bonanza 
lacks  name  recognition.  There  is  no 
Keith  Langford  of  Kansas  or  Antario 
Glover.  Instead,  there’s  simply  “PG  #3” 
and  “SF  #25.”  Sigh. 

This,  however,  is  kicking  puppies. 
March  Madness  2004  is  a  superb  bas¬ 
ketball  game,  with  Grade-A  action, 
intuitive  controls,  and  more  bells  and 
whistles  than  an  ice  cream  truck. 
Perhaps  the  element  that  makes  March 
Madness  2004  most  unique  is  a  “Build 
a  Dynasty”  feature  giving  you  30  years 
to  develop  a  program  via  recruits, 
summer  tournaments,  and  increasingly 
difficult  scheduling.  For  many,  it’s  the 
closest  one  will  come  to  living  like  Dean 
Smith  or — if  you  insist  on  stealing  top 
talent  and  inviting  cracked-out  hookers 
to  team  functions— Jerry  Tarkanian. 

Thanks  to  EA’s  impressive  new  10- 
man  motion-capture  process,  March 
Madness  2004  has  a  certain  3D  ele¬ 
ment  that  last  year’s  version  lacked.  A 
player  diving  for  a  loose  ball  barges  into 


your  TV  screen,  and  the  explosion  of  a 
crowd  cheering  a  clutch  play  actually 
feels  like,  well,  a  big  crowd. 

One  small  complaint:  EA  Sports  has 
again  hired  Dick  Vitale  to  handle  color 
commentary,  which  is  sort  of  like  invit¬ 
ing  Pauly  Shore  to  host  a  stand-up 
comedy  night.  On  ESPN,  the  guy  never 


shuts  up.  In  March  Madness  2004,  he 
never  shuts  up  and  never  says  anything 
even  remotely  useful. 

Jeff  Pearlman 


Eight  out  of  Ten 
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□  Although  ESPN’s  NCAA  College 
Hoops  offers  nothing  beyond 
so-so  goods,  it  features  one  thing  that 
makes  the  game  soar  beyond  the 
competition:  air  hockey. 

Yup.  Air  hockey. 

In  the  otherwise  idiotic  “Campus 
Store”  section,  one  is  confronted  by 
an  old-fashioned  air-hockey  machine, 
that  can  be  played  in  a  similar  fashion 
to  Pong.  It’s  simple  fun  and,  oddly,  the 
best  thing  about  Hoops. 

Okay,  not  the  best.  To  its  credit, 
Hoops  features  all  Division  I  schools, 
so  that  everyone  from  the  University  of 
Delaware  freshman  to  the  Arizona 
State  seventh-year  senior  can  feel 
warm,  fuzzy,  and  represented.  The 
action,  however,  suffers  as  the  pro 
ESPN  game  does;  long  passes  are  too 
easy  to  complete,  and  the  cheers  from 
fans  come,  oh,  seven  seconds  after  a 
good  play.  It’s  not  the  tightest  coding 
ever  seen  in  a  videogame. 

Like  other  countless  games,  Hoops 
goes  too  far  trying  to  reinvent  the 
wheel.  To  score  from  the  charity  stripe, 
one  must  perfectly  time  squeezing  both 
triggers  while  pressing  a  button  (imag¬ 


ine  a  blindfolded  Shaq).  Traditionally, 
the  free  throw  is  supposed  to  be  a 
basketball  gimme.  Flere,  it’s  nearly 
impossible. 

This  isn’t  a  nightmarish  game.  It’s 
entertaining  and  engaging,  and  a  fine 
educational  tool  for  those  wanting  to 
learn  the  names  of  obscure  learning 
institutions.  But  once  again,  it  seems  as 
if  someone  important  in  the  videogame 
world  believes  the  words  “ESPN”  on  the 
packaging  is  instant  gold. 

Jeff  Pearlman 


Six  out  of  Ten 


□  After  a  four-year  hiatus,  NBA 
Jam  returns  to  consoles  with  a 
shiny  coat  of  paint  and  a  new  crop  of 
qualified  contenders  gunning  for  the 
arcade  basketball  crown.  While  NBA 
Jam  2004' s  basic  formula  of  simplistic 
gameplay  and  decidedly  sensational¬ 
ized  stylistic  sensibilities  provides  for 
an  entertaining  romp,  it  simply  can’t 
contend  with  the  400-pound  gorilla 
that  is  Electronic  Arts’  NBA  Street. 

In  terms  of  mechanics,  the  required 
degree  of  control  simply  isn’t  there. 
Special  moves  are  not  as  varied  as 
they  should  be,  and  the  distinct  lack  of 
strategic  depth  becomes  apparent 
when  compared  to  that  of  other  bas¬ 
ketball  games  on  the  market,  including 
those  of  the  arcade  variety.  Everything 
feels  reasonably  polished  and  clean, 
but  the  lack  of  nuance  becomes  clear 
after  only  a  few  games.  For  what  it's 
worth,  Acclaim  has  included  a  decent 
variety  of  modes,  including  a  Legends 
Tournament  that  begins  in  black  and 
white  and  makes  you  earn  the  right  to 
play  in  glorious  technicolor  as  you 
work  your  way  up  to  the  present  day. 
2004  is  a  competent,  generally  well- 


■  Sir  Dunksalot  puts  the  ball  through  the  hoop, 
scoring  two  delicious  points  in  the  process. 


made  game.  It  doesn’t  do  anything 
wrong,  per  se;  rather,  it  simply  doesn’t 
do  enough  particularly  right  to  justify 
its  existence  alongside  comparable, 
more  accomplished  titles  such  as 
Street.  The  relatively  simple  addition  of 
online  play — something  Street  lacks 
due  to  EA’s  reluctance  to  support  Xbox 
Live— would  have  given  Jam  relevance. 
Instead,  Acclaim  has  decided  to  create 
a  title  that  will  soon  fade  into  obscurity, 
if  it  hasn't  already. 

Evan  Shamoon 


Five  out  of  Ten 
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VOODOO  VinCE 


Dev:  Beep  Industries  Doll:  Licious? 

Pub:  Microsoft  Origin:  Kirkland,  WA 


□  It’s  tough  being  someone’s  third- 
best  voodoo  doll  in  a  second- 
rate  platformer.  After  this  valiant  effort, 
plucky  hero  Vince — a  patchwork  boy 
with  a  penchant  for  doing  unto  himself 
as  he  would  do  unto  others — will  likely 
be  commiserating  with  Microsoft’s 
other  good  idea  not  seen  to  fruition, 
Blinx  the  time-sweeping  cat. 

A  smart  game  masquerading  as  a 
dumb  platformer,  Voodoo  Vince  suc¬ 
ceeds  because  of  its  goofy  protagonist 
who  guzzles  laxatives  to  give  his  ene¬ 
mies  a  lethal  case  of  the  runs  and 
quips,  "Good  thing  I'm  wash  and  wear,’’ 
after  he  returns  from  drowning.  The 
game  fails  in  equal  measure  because  of 
its  many  poor  design  choices.  It  em¬ 
braces  the  tired  notion  that  hopping 
across  bodies  of  water  on  planks, 
boxes,  trash  cans,  and  barrels  equals 
fun  gameplay  and  presents  sprawling 
environments  wherein  it’s  not  clear 
where  to  go  next.  Tedious  minigames 
are  included  to  stretch  out  play,  one  of 

series  of  clotheslines,  collecting  1 00 
shirts.  If  Vince  runs  into  a  line  that  ends 
abruptly,  he  dies  and  has  to  start  from 


scratch.  If  he  completes  the  minigame 
collecting  fewer  than  1 00  shirts,  guess 
what?  it’s  back  to  square  one  as  well. 

Microsoft  failed  to  learn  its  lesson 
with  Blinx.  A  good  gimmick  can  only 
carry  a  game  so  far,  and  Vince  simply 
doesn’t  have— to  speak  in  the  rough 
language  of  the  streets— enough  junk 


in  the  trunk  to  elevate  it  far  beyond 
mediocrity.  This  voodoo  ain't  doodoo, 
but  neither  is  it  a  magical  experience. 

Greg  Orlando 


Five  out  of  Ten 


GLRDIUS 


□  Gladius  hearkens  back  to  violent 
times,  when  sword-wielding 
death-dealers  faced  each  other  on  the 
killing  fields,  waited  patiently  for  their 
turn  to  move,  maneuvered  into  posi¬ 
tion,  waited  again  for  their  turn  to 
strike,  and  then  issued  powerful  blows 
meant  to  separate  a  foe  from  his  life. 

A  straightforward  turn-based  tacti¬ 
cal  RPG,  Gladius  presents  the  grand 
opportunity  to  build  a  gladiator  school, 
recruit  all  manner  of  exotic  warriors, 
smite  evil,  and  collect  loot  aplenty  in 
the  process.  Extremely  deep  and  gen¬ 
uinely  challenging,  the  game  contains 
a  wealth  of,  well,  just  about  everything. 

Strategy  counts,  and  variety  rules 
the  battlefield.  The  high  ground  confers 
an  offensive  and  defensive  advantage. 
Flanking  attacks  can  decimate  a 
stronger  foe.  Ranged  weaponry  soft¬ 
ens  up  enemies  so  melee  fighters  can 
tear  things  up.  It  never  gets  old  pitting 
a  yeti  against  a  merry  jig-dancing  satyr, 

against  a  bear.  It  does,  however,  drag 
on  a  bit;  battles  tend  to  be  overlong, 
with  some  two-on-two  fights  between 
low-level  combatants  taking  1 5  min¬ 


utes  to  complete. 

Graphically  weak,  Gladius  seems  to 
have  filtered  its  visuals  through  some¬ 
one’s  armpit.  Not  only  is  everything 
bleary  and  washed-out,  glitches  such 
as  blood  pools  hanging  horizontally 
over  the  end  of  a  ledge  give  the 
impression  that  it  was  story  first,  lunch 


second,  and  maybe  graphics  a  distant 
third.  It’s  ugly,  this  gladiator’s  life.  But 
at  least  it’s  got  a  good  personality. 

Greg  Orlando 


Seven  out  of  Ten 
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Bmmnn:  rise  of  sin  tzu 


Dev:  UbiSoft  Pub:  UbiSoft  Players:  1-2  Tzu:  Table  Origin:  Canada  Online:  No 


HnunTED  mnnsion 

Dev.  High  Voltage  Pub:  TDK  Mediactive  Players:  1  Ma 


n:  Marilyn’s?  Origin:  Hoffman  Estates,  IL  Online:  No 


□  A  great  evil  has  come  to  Gotham 
bringing  waves  of  faceless  thugs, 
bombs  that  can  be  dismantled  by  walk¬ 
ing  over  them,  boss  characters  who 
can  be  brought  down  by  punching 
them  right  in  their  Achilles’  heels.  And 
so  the  rallying  cry  goes  up,  and  is  duly 
answered.  “Gotham  City  is  in  trouble. 
Call  for  Batman.” 

Batman:  Rise  of  Sin  Tzu  looks  like  an 
episode  of  Batman:  The  Animated 
Series  and  plays  like  the  classic  brawler 
Streets  of  Rage.  The  combination  of 
solid  graphics,  cooperative  play,  and  an 
established  format  works  well  here,  and 
Sin  Tzu  is  nothing  if  not  a  fun  third-per¬ 
son  beat-em-up.  Ubi  Soft  allows 
players  to  build  a  better  Batman,  Robin, 
Nightwing,  or  Batgirl  as  play  progress¬ 
es:  Successfully  timed  combo  hits  earn 
points  that  can  be  used  to  unlock  other 
attacks.  It’s  not  particularly  true  to  the 
characters,  certainly,  but  it  serves  an 
excellent  incentive,  pushing  players 
toward  an  inevitable  brawl  with  the  Sun 
Tzu  ripoff  Sin  Tzu. 

Severe  time  limits  are  imposed  on 
players  and  this  dents  the  game’s 
charm.  One  is  often  faced  with  a  timer 


■  That  Batman,  he  sure  likes  adopting  small 
boys  and  having  adventures  with  them. 


that’s  dwindled  down  to  15  seconds 

hostage  to  rescue  or  bomb  to  defuse.  It 
would  be  acceptable  if  the  player’s  hero 
could  simply  run  to  his  target,  perform 
his  rescue  or  dismantling,  and  then  deal 
with  his  foes,  but  Sin  Tzu  establishes 
invisible  barriers  that  can’t  be  crossed 
until  certain  conditions  are  met. 

Coupled  with  swarming  foes,  time 
becomes  the  game's  killing  joke — and 
that’s  no  laughing  matter. 

Greg  Orlando 


Seven  out  of  Ten 


□  Despite  endless  conditioning  by 
plays,  books,  movies,  television, 
popular  lore,  etc.,  people  continue  to 
walk  naively  into  haunted  mansions. 
Man  is  a  very  stupid  animal. 

In  this  case,  man’s  stupidity  breeds 
a  most  excellent  adventure.  Dumbass 
Ezekiel  Holloway  enters  Haunted 
Mansion  thinking  he’s  going  to  be  a 
caretaker.  Instead,  he's  tossed  into 
what’s  essentially  the  ghost-busting 
Luigi’s  Mansion  minus  the  excellent 
graphics  and  plus  endless  annoying 
and  cheap-hit  dealing  arachnids.  Here, 
Holloway  must  storm  a  room,  solve  its 
riddle,  turn  on  its  lights,  and  then  col¬ 
lect  its  spirits  before  moving  on. 

It  works  well  because  of  its  wonder¬ 
ful  puzzles.  In  one  room,  the  geekish 
Holloway  shrinks  and  gets  dropped 
onto  a  pool  table  for  a  deadly  game  of 
9-Ball.  Another  room  offers  a  series  of 
shifting  walls  with  the  simple  challenge 
of  finding  the  door.  Still  another 
requires  our  hero  to  find  a  way  to 
extend  a  fiery  stain  from  one  end  of  the 
room  to  another.  The  brainteasers  are 
hearty,  and  players  will  be  motivated  to 
attack  the  next  room  to  see  what’s 


■  And  they  all  said  living  next  door  to  a  nuclear 
power  plant  would  be  harmful. 


going  to  be  thrown  at  them. 

Armed  with  a  magic  lantern  that 
doesn’t  always  target  enemies  as  it’s 
supposed  to  and  supported  by  a  shaky 
camera,  Holloway’s  march  to  a  ghost- 
free  existence  isn’t  always  a  smooth 
one.  Players  will  adjust  and  readjust 
the  camera,  and  battle  annoying  tiny 
spiders  throughout  the  game,  and 
doing  so  bites  hard  into  the  fun. 
Ultimately,  though,  it’s  downright 
spooky  how  well  this  one  turned  out. 
Greg  Orlando 


Seven  out  of  Ten 


HUnTEP:  THE  RECKOninG:  REDEEMER 


Dev:  High  Voltage  Software  Pub:  Vivendi  Universal  Players:  1-4  Hungry:  Hunter  Origin:  Chicago,  IL  Online:  No 


D$D  HEROES 


Are  Zeroes  Origin:  Baltimore,  MD  Online:  No 


Multiplayer  hack-and-slash 
games  have  continued  to  find  a 
consistent  audience  over  the  years,  and 
with  good  reason — with  the  right  com- 
padres,  they’re  bloody  fun.  So  it’s  no 
wonder  that  Hunter:  The  Reckoning,  the 
first  in  this  inevitable  series  of  games, 
became  the  sleeper  hit  that  it  did,  being 
one  of  the  only  four-player  action  titles 
on  the  Xbox  at  the  time  of  its  release. 
Consequently,  the  game’s  sequel  has 
finally  received  the  full  sequel  treatment, 

of  that,  and  even  downloadable  extras, 
not  to  mention  an  expected  lack  of  any 
real  innovation. 

Hunter:  The  Reckoning:  Redeemer 
picks  up  1 0  years  after  the  events  of  the 
first  game,  and  apparently,  not  much 
has  changed.  Once  again  players  are 
thrown  into  the  sleepy  town  of  Ashcroft, 
and  once  again,  players  will  be  asked  to 
chop  down  an  incalculable  number  of 
zombies,  vampires,  and  other  miscella¬ 
neous  monster  types.  Outside  of  the 
increased  number  of  playable  charac¬ 
ters,  spells  and  maps,  the  most 
prominent  enhancement  to  the  game  is 
a  refined  skill-building  system;  level-ups 


correspond  to  the  type  of  attack — 
melee,  ranged,  or  magic— that  is  most 
often  used,  tailoring  the  character’s 
strengths  to  the  player’s  gaming  style. 

Like  its  predecessor,  Redeemer 
shines  brightest  when  played  with 
friends.  Lonely  players,  on  the  other 
hand,  draw  the  short  straw  yet  again, 
and  are  left  with  little  more  than  a 
shallow  button  masher,  though  the 
allure  of  the  license  may  help  ease 
any  gameplay  pangs. 

Kaiser  Hwang 


Six  out  of  Ten 


□  In  a  world  full  of  polished,  engag¬ 
ing  Diablo  clones,  D&D  Heroes 
sticks  out  like  a  wooden  dagger  amid  a 
sea  of  +5  Vorpal  Blades.  It  isn’t  pol¬ 
ished,  it’s  only  marginally  engaging,  and 
most  of  the  time,  it  feels  more  like  some 
kind  of  unnatural  amalgamation  of 
Gauntlet  and  Diablo  than  anything  else. 

That  said,  it’s  really  hard  to  totally 
foul  up  the  Diablo  formula.  Walking 
around,  killing  things,  leveling  up,  and 
finding  new  weapons  is,  for  some  odd 
reason,  inherently  fun.  Where  D&D 
Heroes  really  falls  apart  is  in  its  garish 
presentation,  and  its  weak  four-player 
mode.  In  terms  of  presentation,  it  seems 
the  developer  wasn’t  even  trying— the 
overall  graphical  package  is  low-tech, 
uneven,  and  simplistic  in  design.  All 
bipedal  enemies  look  the  same  (which  is 
to  say  ugly),  and  the  environments  are 
consistently  drab  and  muddy.  The  multi¬ 
player  co-op  mode — D&D' s  most 
vaunted  feature — doesn’t  quite  redeem 
things,  either.  A  zoomed-out  perspec¬ 
tive  makes  it  feel  like  you’re  playing  a 
really  ugly  board  game,  and  the  cam- 
era-control  tug-of-war  that  ensues  once 
more  than  a  single  person  is  playing  will 


undoubtedly  dissolve  friendships  across 
the  land. 

Adding  insult  to  injury  is  the  fact  that 
Baldur’s  Gate:  Dark  Alliance  2  and 
Fallout:  Brotherhood  of  Steel — both 
superior  titles— are  mere  months  away, 
the  former  coming  complete  with  coop¬ 
erative  play  over  Xbox  Live.  D&D 
Heroes  is  uninspired,  and  decidedly 
threadbare  in  places;  unless  you’re  in 
desperate  need  of  a  D/ab/o-style  fix,  just 
don’t  bother. 

Miguel  Lopez 


Five  out  of  Ten 
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MEDAL  OF  HOnOR:  RISIRB  SUR 

An  affront  to  Pacific  War  veterans  everywhere 


Origin:  Los  Angeles,  CA 


Two  Can  Play 


In  the  absence  of  online  Live  support, 
Rising  Sun  offers  Xbox  owners  the 
opportunity  to  play  through  the  game 
in  splitscreen  cooperatively.  Gunning 
through  this  five  hour  excursion  with  a 
buddy  helps  make  up  for  the  game’s 
terrible  A.I.,  but  it  also  makes  the 
whole  affair  pathetically  easy.  We 
recommend  playing  this  game  drunk. 


Rising  Sun  does  little  more  than 
paint  pretty  pictures  to  convey 
the  scope  of  the  Pacific  War . . . 


□  From  1941  to  1945,  America 
fought  a  bitter,  costly  war  in 
the  Pacific  theater  against  the 
Japanese.  But  play  Rising  Sun,  EA's 
latest  slice  of  gaming  history,  and  you'll 
wonder  why  these  World  War  II  veter¬ 
an  afternoon  to  spare,  you  can,  in 
practically  one  extended  sitting,  blow 
through  the  entirety  of  this  dumbed- 
down,  bloodless,  sanitized  version  of 
America’s  hard-fought  victory. 

Rising  Sun  begins,  majestically,  at 
Pearl  Harbor  on  the  morning  of 
December  7, 1 941 .  You  wake  to  the 
sounds  of  divebombers,  and  In  an 
opening  tutorial  reminiscent  of  the  first 
prescripted  moments  of  Halo,  you 
scramble  above  deck  on  the  USS 
California  to  witness  total  chaos: 
Soldiers  scrambling  for  their  lives, 
planes  careening  out  of  control  and 
burying  themselves  into  battleships, 
massive  plumes  of  thick  black  smoke 
flaring  skyward.  The  scene,  like  many 
others  in  the  game,  is  breathtaking.  But 
throughout  your  tour  of  duty  in  Asia, 
from  the  Philippines  to  the  river  Kwai  in 
Thailand,  Rising  Sun  does  little  more 
than  paint  pretty  pictures  to  convey  the 
scope  and  severity  of  the  Pacific  War, 
and  therein  lies  the  problem. 

You  get  the  sense,  as  you  complete 
one  laborious  mission  after  the  next, 
that  the  designers  want  nothing  more 
than  to  present  you  with  the  most 
compelling  WWII  package  possible. 


Unfortunately,  that  experience  amounts 
to  nothing  more  than  a  slow-moving 
ride  through  the  back  parking  lot  of  an 
old  Lee  Marvin  war  movie  at  Universal 
Studios.  Sure,  the  handpainted  back¬ 
drops  look  painstaking  enough,  but 
just  like  the  outdated  graphics  in  Rising 


Sun,  you  can  spy  seams  all  over  the 
place.  Environments  are  blocky  from 
afar,  blurry  upclose,  and  a  chore  to 
explore,  no  thanks  to  the  extremely  lin¬ 
ear  nature  of  the  level  designs.  As 
such,  even  among  the  steamy  foliage 
of  a  dense  jungle,  you  never  feel  like 
you  left  the  cheap  indoor  movie  set. 

But  even  low-budget  war  flicks  can 
churn  out  powerful  performances  from 
its  actors.  Such  is  not  the  case  with 
Rising  Sun,  a  game  suffering  from 
comically  inept  and  idiotic  A.I.  The 
Japanese  would  rather  rush  you  with 
their  samurai  swords  than  wait  in 
ambush;  they  like  trotting  endlessly 
into  walls  and  other  invisible  barriers. 
To  make  matters  more  absurd,  your 
weapons  are  laughably  unrealistic. 
You’ll  honestly  have  more  luck  sniping 
in  this  game  with  a  shotgun  than  you 
will  the  Springfield  hunting  rifle. 

There’s  precious  little  to  recommend 
here,  except  perhaps  the  prospect  that 
Rising  Sun  is  the  world’s  most  violent 
amusement  park  ride,  and  the  thought 
of  that  excites  you  somehow. 

Che  Chou 


Four  out  of  Ten 
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STRR  TREH:  SHATTERED  UniVERSE 


GLRDIRTOR:  SUORD  OFVEnGEnnCE 


□  Jimmy  T.  Kirk  summed  up  this 
game  best  in  Star  Trek  II:  The 
Wrath  of  Khan  when  he  screwed  up  his 
fists,  threw  back  his  head,  and  hollered 
“Khaaan!”  in  vein-bulging  treble  reverb. 
That's  not  to  say  Kirk  or  Khan  are  in 
this  space-shootin’  jalopy — although 
Star  Trek:  Shattered  Universe  is  set  in 
the  classic  timeline  and  stars  the 
voices  of  George  “oh  my”  Takei  and 
Walter  “nuclear  wessels”  Koenig. 
Rather,  the  game  warps  players  to  the 
same  depths  of  tragic  frustration  Bill 
Shatner  experienced  when  he 
screamed  his  head  blue. 

But  then,  even  a  Vulcan  would  lose 
his  cool  in  missions  that  throw  so 
much  at  you  and  ramble  for  so  long 
that  they  actually  award  bonuses  for 
finishing  in  less  than  17  minutes.  You’ll 
spend  half  the  game  clearing  out 
Galaga- like  waves  of  braindead  enemy 
fighters,  and  the  other  half  defending 
your  capital  ship  from  clusters  of  titanic 
cruisers  that  you  must  strafe  again  and 
again  while  hoping  they  don't  shoot 
back  (if  only  you  could  target  their  indi¬ 
vidual  turrets).  And  just  when  you  think 
the  enemy  is  dead,  Jim — whoosh! — 


here  come  new  waves  of  fighters  and 
even  more  capital  ships  to  pound  you 
into  space  debris. 

Shattered  Universe  had  potential,  at 
least  for  Klingon-speaking  hardcore 
Trekkies  who’ve  sewn  their  own 
Admiral  Kirk  costumes.  At  the  very 
least,  this  should  have  been  a  comedy 
treasure.  Instead,  it’s  just  a  bad  game 
with  crappy  cinemas  and  more  than 
enough  frustrating  moments  to  make 
you  weep  into  your  Romulan  Ale. 
Crispin  Boyer 


Three  out  of  Ten 


□  Gladiator  Thrax  is  on  a  quest  to 
return  from  the  afterlife  and  evis¬ 
cerate  the  insane  emperor  who  did  him 
in.  Gladiator:  Sword  of  Vengeance  is  a 
nonstop  hack-and-slash  set  in  bloody 
ancient  Rome.  What's  not  to  like? 

Quite  a  lot,  actually.  Intended  to  pro¬ 
mote  maximum  carnage,  Vengeance’s 
control  scheme  allows  little  room  for 
finesse— just  mash  buttons  and  watch 
the  sanguinary  spectacle.  This  setup 
keeps  the  action  moving,  but  it  also 
means  Fortuna  (goddess  of  luck)  has 
more  to  say  about  your  success  or  fail¬ 
ure  than  you  do.  Thrax  has  dozens  of 
violent  finishing  moves  at  his  disposal, 
but  again,  they’re  out  of  cut-scene 
hands.  Vengeance  selects  a  coup  de 
grace  at  random  and  suspends  the 
action  for  cut-scenes.  Why  can't  you 
decide  whether  to  decapitate,  dismem¬ 
ber,  or  disembowel  your  fallen  foes? 

To  its  credit,  Vengeance  has  some 
sweet  spell  effects  and  nice-looking 
enemies.  Some  switches  are  activated 
by  spells,  which  means  you  must 
slaughter  a  whole  crowd  of  Cyclopes  or 
mermen  to  fill  your  magic  meter  before 
moving  on.  That’s  good,  clean  fun. 


Sadly,  Vengeance’s  extreme  diffi¬ 
culty  and  arbitrary  save  system  bleed 
off  any  entertainment  value.  There  are 
no  manual  saves,  and  only  when 
death  occurs  (and  it  does  often — this 
game  is  maniacally  hard,  and  there’s 
no  difficulty  setting)  do  players  dis¬ 
cover  how  much  they  have  to  redo. 
It’s  usually  at  least  15  minutes  of  furi¬ 
ous  button-mashing.  The  few  things 
Vengeance  does  well  aren’t  worth  this 
Sisyphean  ordeal. 

Paul  V.  Byrnes 


Four  out  of  Ten 


LiJnLLRCE  e  GROmiT  in  PROJECT  zoo 


SUAT:  GLOBAL  STMHE  JEAN 


□  Though  not  cack,  Wallace  & 
Gromit  in  Project  Zoo  is  not 
exactly  cracking,  either.  On  the  plus 
side,  the  eccentric  British  duo  is  true  to 
form,  with  Wallace  uselessly  bumbling 
around,  constructing  inventions  for  his 
dog  Gromit,  who  does  all  the  rescuing 
of  baby  animals  from  that  evil  penguin, 
Feathers.  The  weapons  are  charmingly 
apropos,  including  a  porridge  gun, 
banana  gun,  and  turnip  launcher. 

Despite  this  cutesiness,  Zoo  is  no 
cakewalk.  Levels  are  filled  with  puzzles 
requiring  both  brain  and  dexterity,  and 
sometimes,  the  challenges  are  far  too 
difficult  for  youngsters  who  are,  pre¬ 
sumably,  the  game’s  intended 
audience.  Gromit  must  somersault,  flip, 
rope-swing,  and  even  breakdance  his 
way  through  mines,  a  volcano,  and 
other  perilous  places.  Several  annoy¬ 
ingly  obtuse  puzzles  require  players  to 
maneuver  in  unintuitive  ways  in  order  to 
progress  (and  the  less  patient  to  throw 
down  the  controller  and  storm  off). 

Uneven  difficulty  aside,  the  game 
suffers  other  problems:  Changing 
weapons  is  clumsy,  requiring  players  to 
hold  down  the  B  button  while  twirling 


the  left  analog  stick.  Wallace,  though 
necessary  for  fixing  machinery  and 
constructing  the  new  tools  players 
acquire  along  the  way,  seems  tacked 
on  to  the  game,  and  this  is  sort  of 
problematic,  as  the  animated  shorts 
that  inspired  the  game  feature  Wallace 
and  Gromit. 

Charming  yet  flawed,  Zoo  might  be 
too  much  of  an  acquired  taste  and  too 
little  of  a  worthwhile  experience. 
Consider  this  duo  hardly  dynamic. 

Carrie  Shepherd 


Five  out  of  Ten 


□  To  everyone’s  great  relief,  SWAT 
Global  Strike  Team  features 
exactly  zero  images  of  L.L.  Cool  J  lifting 
his  shirt  to  show  off  his  abs  and  comi¬ 
cally  blurting  out,  “Pow!”  What  it  does 
have  is  voice  recognition  where  you  can 
scream  “SWAT!  Down!”  into  an  Xbox 
Live  Communicator  so  the  neighbors 
Can  bear  witness  to  your  great  shame. 

SWAT  offers  three-man  tactical 
squad  combat  with  weapons  aplenty; 
flash  grenades  that  bleach  the  screen 
white,  blinding  enemies  and  possibly 
wrecking  your  eyesight  in  the  process. 
It  also  puts  up  voice  recognition, 
which  is  both  limited  in  its  scope  and 
too  gimmicky  to  be  effective.  Players 
can  bark  all  they  want,  but  it  seems 
the  enemies  don’t  care  to  listen  all 
that  often. 

The  game’s  21  missions,  as  well  as 
its  1 0  cooperative  player  trials,  are 
rather  straightforward.  Skills  such  as 
computer  hacking  and  lockpicking 
play  a  big  part  in  the  game,  and  play¬ 
ers  need  to  manage  their  squadmates 
for  maximum  efficiency.  Players  have 
to  duck  and  cover  and  be  smart  about 
how  they  enter  rooms,  but  only  a  basic 


members  who  shoot  their  partners  in  the  back. 


level  of  caution— say,  disorienting 
enemies  with  smoke  or  directing  the 
team  to  assault  a  room  from  two  dif¬ 
ferent  directions —  is  truly  required. 
Enemies  are,  for  the  most  part,  dopey 
and  easily  fooled  by  the  slightest  mis¬ 
direction.  Worse,  criminals  hide  in  the 
same  places  every  time,  so  players 
can  memorize  the  trouble  spots  and 
restart  if  necessary.  In  the  grand 
scheme  of  things,  SWAT’S  dead  aim 
misses  the  mark. 

Darren  Gladstone 
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DRAKE 


□  Cel-shading  sometimes  elevates 
a  mediocre  game  into  a  semi¬ 
cool  one.  Drake’s  cel-shading  cannot 
alter  the  fact  that  it’s  a  mediocre  game 
saddled  with  a  craptacular  camera. 

Gameplay-wise,  ignoring  the  cam¬ 
era,  Drake  is  a  cel-shaded  Max  Payne. 
The  eponymous  Drake  storms  through 
the  game  guns  akimbo,  dispatching 
Triad  hoodlums  ranging  from  pistol¬ 
packing  suits  to  mythical  oni  demons. 
In  the  midst  of  gunning,  Drake  also 
runs  on  walls,  slows  and  freezes  time, 
and  can  aim  any  which  way. 

This  is  where  the  trouble  comes  in. 
Simply  put,  Drake  has  one  of  the  worst 
cameras  in  gaming.  Most  third-person 
action  games  either  link  the  camera  to 
a  focused  aiming  reticule,  or  enable 
some  sort  of  toggle-able  autolock  to 
maintain  the  gunfire  and  view  on  an 
enemy.  Drake  does  neither.  The  char¬ 
acter  arbitrarily  aims  at  random 
directions  or  enemies,  all  while  forcing 
you  to  keep  the  camera  in  check. 
Shifting  the  camera  with  the  right  ana¬ 
log  is  an  exercise  in  frustration,  as  it 
pans  to  and  fro  faster  than  a  Michael 
Bay  action  scene.  The  camera  and  the 


autoacquire  feature  is  so  pathetic, 
Drake  often  has  trouble  hitting  things 
right  in  front  of  him.  You  only  know 
where  you’re  going  or  what  you’re 
shooting  23  percent  or  so  of  the  time. 
The  other  77  percent  is  spent  spinning 
the  camera  frantically,  trying  to  figure 
out  what  the  hell  Drake  is  shooting  at 


and  where  the  hell  he  is.  The  camera 
alone  is  enough  to  condemn  Drake  to 
the  eighth  circle  of  gaming  hell. 

Thierry  Nguyen 


Three  out  of  Ten 


GRABBED  BY  THE  GH0ULIE5 


□  If  Grabbed  by  The  Ghoulies  cov¬ 
ers  no  new  ground;  if  it’s  just  a 
goofy  3D  adventure  with  a  dumb  con¬ 
trol  scheme  and  repetitive  challenges; 
if  it  is  simply  digital  disappointment,  at 
least  some  solace  can  be  taken  know¬ 
ing  the  developers  can  cry  themselves 
to  sleep  tonight  on  solid-gold  pillows 
bought  with  Microsoft’s  dinero. 

Cooper,  a  good  boy  in  a  mediocre 
game,  must  rescue  his  girlfriend  by 
exploring  a  haunted  mansion.  Each 
room  presents  a  brawling  challenge 
that  must  be  cleared,  and  real-old, 
real-fast  only  hints  at  the  overall  expe¬ 
rience.  Monsters  must  be  punched; 
keys  found;  items  fetched;  ennui,  at  all 
times,  staved  off. 

Attacks  can  be  made  in  any  direc¬ 
tion  by  tapping  the  right  analog  stick. 
Or,  players  need  not  bother,  because 
when  tapping  becomes  too  much  like 
work,  the  analog  stick  can  be  held 
down,  allowing  for  rapid-fire  kicks, 
punches,  and  slams.  It's  very  handy 
when  facing  a  group  of  zombies,  imps, 
and  killer  chickens  or  for  when  life 
simply  loses  all  its  meaning. 

Ghoulies  goes  whole  hog  on  its 


graphics  and  half-asses  everything 
else.  At  one  point,  Conner  walks  down 
a  long  hallway  filled  with  mounted 
monster  heads.  The  heads  are  all  gor¬ 
geously  rendered,  but  all  the  game  can 
think  of  to  do  is  make  players  press  a 
series  of  controller  buttons  in  order  to 
prevent  the  hero  from  being 


life  and  issue  a  fright. 

Grab  something  else,  please. 

Greg  Orlando 
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incapacitated  once  the  heads  leap  to 
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RP1PED  2 


□  The  first  Amped  flew  in  the  face 
of  the  popular  SSX  snowboard¬ 
ing  series  by  eschewing  outlandish 
tricks  and  characters  for  a  more  realis¬ 
tic  presentation,  giving  the  game  a 
steeper  learning  curve  and  unforgiving 
physics.  Amped  2  continues  this  tradi¬ 
tion,  but  has  been  fine-tuned  to  make 
for  a  much  more  enjoyable  and  acces¬ 
sible  experience. 

All  of  the  mainstays  from  the  original 
game  are  here,  including  the  seemingly 
boundless  tracks,  photo  shoot  ops, 
and  sponsor  and  pro  challenges.  The 
snowman  hunt  and  mammoth  indie 
soundtrack  also  make  a  return,  as  do 
the  organic  visuals  and  vast  sense  of 
freedom.  Yes,  this  game  feels  very 
much  like  the  previous  Amped. 

Where  change  is  apparent,  though, 
is  in  the  game’s  physics.  Now  much 
less  constricting,  it’s  not  always  neces¬ 
sary  to  land  the  board  perfectly 
straight.  This,  along  with  the  addition 
of  the  “butter”  (think  Tony  Hawk's  man¬ 
ual)  and  style  points  allow  for  longer- 
lasting,  higher-scoring  combos;  it’s 
nice  to  finally  have  a  snowboarding 
game  that  stresses  finesse. 


Sadly,  still  present  in  Amped  2  are 
some  of  problems  found  in  the  game's 
core  design;  with  all-or-nothing  rail  and 
jump  placement,  the  game  can  some¬ 
times  feel  shorter  and  more  difficult 
than  it  really  is,  while  at  other  times  a 
bit  too  easy.  Still,  when  all  is  said  and 
done,  the  marked  improvements  in 


control,  physics,  and  the  inclusion  of 
seamless  online  play  make  Amped  2 
the  best  in  its  class. 

Kaiser  Hwang 
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SSX  3 


A  few  persistent  truths  about 
SSX:  It’s  slick,  speedy,  and  beau¬ 
tiful.  The  third  game  in  the  series  lives 
up  to  its  ancestry  admirably,  while  blow¬ 
ing  its  signature  blend  of  supernatural 
stunts  and  dizzying  speed  wide  open. 

SSX  3's  look  is  as  handsome  as  it  is 
hip,  with  beautiful,  surrealistic  courses, 
a  stylish  interface,  and  cool  character 
design.  The  big  hook — that  the  games’ 
many  slopes  are  all  set  against  a  single 
mountain— is  elegantly,  awesomely  han¬ 
dled.  While  previous  games  featured  a 
number  of  individual  courses,  this  three¬ 
tiered  brute  outdoes  itself  in  terms  of 
natural  variety,  from  sun-dappled  pow¬ 
der  fields  to  icy,  jagged  tunnels.  Some 
may  lament  the  lack  of  online  play,  but 
there  are  more  than  enough  races,  trick 
courses,  secrets,  and  records  to  best 
here  to  keep  both  newcomers  and 
series’  veterans  occupied  all  winter. 

Like  its  predecessors,  SSX  3  fea¬ 
tures  a  relatively  tasteful  set  of  hip 
tunes  to  keep  the  beat  comprised 
mostly  of  funky  electronica  and  okay- 
for-the-whole-family  pop-punk.  The 
game’s  designers  also  included  a  sim- 
ple-yet-thorough  commerce  system: 


The  ability  to  acquire  artwork,  equip 
new  gear,  purchase  tunes,  and  unlock 
even  more  substantial  surprises  adds 
considerably  to  an  already  comprehen¬ 
sive  package. 

A  smooth  framerate,  flawless  cam¬ 
era,  and  spof-on  control  makes  the 
experience  nothing  short  of  sublime, 


and  the  game  a  near-perfect  mix  of 
exacting  artistry  and  technical  wiz¬ 
ardry— not  unlike  snowboarding  itself. 

David  Chen 
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STRRSKY t HUTCH 


Pub:  Empire  Interactive  Origin:  England 
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ROGUE  OPS 


□  A  sort-of  Frankenstein’s  monster 
for  Xbox,  Rogue  Ops  proves  it’s 
not  always  possible  to  construct  a  gem 
from  pieces  of  other  gems.  Call  it  a  poor 
man’s  Splinter  Cell]  call  it  a  gadget- 
heavy  Metal  Gear  Solid.  Whatever  the 
case  may  be,  one  thing  is  apparent: 
Rogue  Ops  has  good  intentions,  but  the 
game’s  execution  only  scratches  the 
surface  of  the  standards  its  precursors 

As  Nikki  Conners,  a  member  of  a 
covert  anti-terrorist  organization,  players 
attempt  to  bring  down  the  Soviet-based 
Omega  19  terrorist  faction  and  avenge 
the  self-witnessed  death  of  Conners’ 
family.  It’s  a  potentially  compelling  start, 
but  the  game’s  bush-league  visual  and 
aural  presentation  do  little  to  inspire  or 
ignite  the  senses. 

The  same  can  be  said  for  the  game- 
play.  While  using  shadows  and  lockers 
for  cover,  carrying  and  concealing 
unconscious  bodies,  and  utilizing  a 
number  of  high-tech  gadgets  have  all 
worked  well  in  other  titles,  the  slightly 
clunky  controls  and  contrived  level 
design— with  its  faux  open-ended 
gameplay— leave  the  impression  of  a 


hack  job.  Paint-by-numbers  puzzles 
and  stolid  A.I.,  sadly,  only  dig  the 
pit  deeper. 

Ops  does  offer  a  few  scintillating 
moments  that  come  off  as  sincere  and 
moderately  clever  (using  cadavers  to 
divert  laser  traps,  the  implementation  of 
a  fly  cam)  and  do  justice  to  its  modest 


aspirations.  The  question  becomes,  is 
that  enough  to  satisfy  gamers  weaned 
on  superior  titles?  The  answer:  No. 

Kaiser  Hwang 

Five  out  of  Ten 


092 1 XBN 


XRRTED  +U 

Smart  Reviews  ^ 


top  spin 


Dev:  Power  &  Magic 
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TEnniS  PIASTERS  SERIES  2003 


□  When  it  comes  to  designing 
sports  games,  developers  will 
opt  for  either  a  realistic  simulation  style 
or  the  faster,  flashier,  and  ultimately  less 
realistic  route  of  arcade-style  gameplay. 
Microids’  Tennis  Masters  Series  2003 
has  definitely  chosen  the  former  path, 
and,  in  this  case,  that  decision  serves 
as  its  main  fault.  Awful  puns  intended. 

All  the  necessary  modes  are  here, 
and  visually,  the  game  delivers  a  crisp 
but  plain  presentation.  Flash  is 
eschewed  in  favor  of  minimalism;  the 
players  appear  well-rendered,  but  don’t 
move  with  fluidity,  their  swings  are 
often  animated  without  grace.  Spartan 
presentation  here  means  there’s  no 
music  except  on  the  menu  screen,  and 
all  of  the  on-screen  characters  are 
strangely  mute. 

The  control  scheme  is  simple  (each 
face  button  activates  a  type  of  swing), 
but  first-time  players  may  find  its  exe¬ 
cution  awkward  and  sluggish.  There’s  a 
slight  learning  curve  involved  in  getting 
the  swing  timing  and  character  place¬ 
ment  down,  and  the  lack  of  immediate 
response  from  the  character  doesn’t 
help.  The  addition  of  a  fatigue  gauge 


marks  the  developer’s  commitment  to 
realism,  but  an  exhausted  character 
who  plays  like  he’s  just  soiled  himself  is 
about  as  much  fun  as  cleaning  sweat 
stains  out  of  John  McEnroe’s  shirts. 

Series  is  not  a  bad  game — there’s 
just  not  enough  here,  and  players  may 


Britain  against  an  extraterrestrial 
blancmange,  just  to  add  a  little  bit  of 
variety  to  the  mix. 

Russell  Garbutt 
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TIGER  liJOODS  PGR  TOUR  2004 


Golf:  Not  just  for  yuppies 
Origin:  Redwood  City,  CA 


■  See  if  you  can’t  spot  the  cannibal  in  this 
picture.  Hint:  Stare  directly  at  the  sun  for  1 6 
minutes,  then  quickly  examine  this  page. 


□  Tiger  Woods  PGA  Tour  2004's 
populist  approach,  which  allows 
gamers  to  design  a  golfer  who  runs  the 
gamut  from  thugged-out  loco  to  but- 
toned-up  white  boy,  reflects  the 
profound  cultural  impact  Tiger  Woods 
has  had  on  the  sport. 

EA  Sports’  growing  emphasis  on 
realism  is  reflected  not  just  in  the 
game,  but  also  in  the  experience  sur¬ 
rounding  it.  The  tension  and 
excitement  of  four-day  PGA  Tour 
events  and  major  tournaments  are  now 
supplemented  with  tangential  elements 
like  corporate  sponsorships  and  a  slew 
of  minigames,  including  a  World  Tour 
pitting  players  against  fictional  club 
pros  and  real-life  golfers  like  John  Daly. 

Success  on  the  links  is  rewarded 
with  dollars  that  can  be  used  to 
increase  your  golfer’s  abilities  via  nine 

Unfortunately,  one  key  element- 
multiplayer  play  via  Xbox  Live— is 
sorely  missing.  Maybe  next  year... 

George  Jones 
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RPG-style  attributes  or  to  buy  up¬ 
graded  equipment.  Also,  enhancing  a 
golfer’s  wardrobe  affects  his  abilities. 
Only  here  can  you  get  a  hip-hop 
hockey  jersey  that  improves  your  driv¬ 
ing  distance  off  the  tee. 

A  gratifying,  kinetic  approach  to 
swinging  the  club  mimics  real  life. 


Pulling  the  left  analog  stick  back  cre¬ 
ates  backswing  and  power.  Pushing  it 
forward  puts  the  stick  on  the  ball,  ide¬ 
ally  in  a  straight  line.  Putting  takes  time 
to  get  used  to,  but  thanks  to  Xbox’s 
ability  to  display  fine  details,  including 
sloping  greens,  it’s  now  possible  to 
putt  using  the  naked  eye. 


LinHS  2004 


Dev:  Microsoft  Links:  With  Zelda 

Pub:  Microsoft  Origin:  Redmond,  WA 
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□  What’s  a  poorly  trained,  thrill- 
seeking  kid  to  do?  When 
bleeding  like  a  hemophiliac  in  the 
backyard  no  longer  provides  any  thrill, 
when  the  fun  of  rubbing  other  people’s 
faces  in  a  bed  of  thumbtacks  has 
dimmed,  when  the  simple  joy  of  light¬ 
ing  someone  on  fire  and  then  whacking 
him  with  a  shovel  becomes  so  “been 
there,  done  that”  it’s  now  a  chore,  is  all 
hope  lost? 

Simply,  no.  And  simultaneously,  yes. 
Backyard  Wrestling  recreates  a  most 
brutal,  only  semilegal  sport  on  Xbox, 
but  it  does  so  in  a  baffling,  almost 
unworkable  way.  For  some  inexplicable 
reason,  the  developers  sped  up  the 
game  so  all  the  brawlers  sprint  from 
place  to  place.  This  accomplishes  two 
things,  neither  of  which  is  an  accom¬ 
plishment  of  any  sort.  First,  it  nullifies 
any  sense  of  pacing  or  strategy;  the 
game  devolves  into  a  button-mashing 
exercise  in  “do  unto  others  as  quickly 
as  possible.”  It  also  makes  the  action 
seem  absolutely  absurd. 

There’s  more,  and  it  spoils  whatev- 
er’s  left.  A.I  wrestlers  will  walk  under  a 
platform  and  wait  patiently  to  get 


squished  from  above  by  a  grappler, 
and  they  will  remain  there  so  they  can 
get  flattened  a  second  time.  It’s  possi¬ 
ble  to  get  a  fighter  stuck  between  a 
fence  and  tree  and  the  game  jackham¬ 
mers  sound  samples  such  as  “Wait 
your  turn!”  over  and  over  whenever  the 
action  approaches  one  of  the  game’s 
static,  weapon-wielding  NPCs. 

This  one  comes  straight  from  the 
backyard.  It  should  return  there,  prefer¬ 
ably  buried  deep  by  the  family  dog. 
Greg  Orlando 


Two  out  of  Ten 


□  Oh,  for  more  oven  time.  WWE 
Raw  2  holds  firmly  to  truth  in 
advertising;  the  title  makes  no  bones 
about  the  unfinished  state  of  the 
wrasslin’  found  within.  It  may  be 
lamentable  TFIQ  released  this  game 
when  it’s  clearly  missing  basic  game- 
play  elements,  but  the  company 
should  nonetheless  be  applauded  for 
its  honesty. 

Developer  Anchor  put  much  effort 
into  improving  this  second  iteration  of 
the  Raw  series.  New  match  types, 
notably  Hell  in  a  Cell,  are  included, 
affording  sweaty  spandex  types  the 
opportunity  to  toss  flesh  into  unyielding 
steel.  Grapplers  can  now  brawl  in  a 
solidly  made  Season  mode  where 
alliances  and  enmities  can  be  formed, 
titles  won,  and  a  year’s  worth  of 
matches  fought. 

Yet,  wrestlers  display  the  intelli¬ 
gence  of  squash,  and  players  can  look 
forward  to  A.I.  that  rides  the  short  bus 
all  the  way  to  Frustrationville.  Tag-team 
matches  are  near-unplayable;  pin  an 
opponent,  and  his  partner  will  run  into 
the  ring  and  repeatedly  break  up  the 
three-count.  In  contrast,  a  player’s  A.I. 


■  Kane  and  Goldberg  found  love  in  the  steel 
cage.  Then  Kane  pinned  Goldberg  800  times. 


ally  will  respond  to  a  foe  being  pinned 
by  rushing  into  the  fray  and,  instead  of 
trying  to  protect  his  partner,  bending 
down  as  if  to  pick  up  a  quarter  on  the 
mat.  In  single-player  combat,  the  com¬ 
puter  will  attempt  pin  after  pin  after  pin, 
ensuring  players  will  need  to  button 
mash  to  escape,  then  button  mash  to 
escape  again,  and  then  seek  the 
company  of  Jim  Beam,  Captain 
Morgan,  or  Jack  Daniels. 

Any  way  it’s  rubbed,  it’s  Raw. 

Greg  Orlando 

Four  out  of  Ten 
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□  Roadkill  is  perhaps  the  most  cre¬ 
atively  bankrupt  fun  game  ever 
made.  It  contains  no  original  ideas,  lifts 
extensively  from  its  superiors,  and  is  in 
the  abuse  of  foul  language  and  vulgar 
imagery.  That  said,  it’s  also  fun  to  play, 
and  unfortunately  for  proponents  of 
taste  and  originality,  that’s  the  most 
important  thing. 

One-fourth  of  Roadkill  has  been 
swiped  from  Twisted  Metal  (on 
PlayStation  2),  the  rest  from  Grand 
Theft  Auto  III.  It’s  structured  exactly  like 
GTA  III,  down  to  details  such  as  the 
game-save  system,  but  you  can  cruise 
around  Liberty  City’s  postapocalyptic 
twin  brother  in  a  bent-fender  beater 
with  front-mounted  machine  guns. 

It’s  a  great  idea,  even  if  its  execution 
is  pure  imitation.  Progressive  missions, 
a  story  to  connect  them,  and  a  persist¬ 
ent  world  to  set  them  in  make  a 
car-combat  game  more  than  a  simple 
shooting  gallery.  The  missions  are  well- 
designed,  and  the  car  handling  has  a 
loose,  yet  responsive  and  arcadey  feel 
common  to  most  car-combat  titles. 

What  may  prove  a  bigger  turnoff  than 
Roadkill' s  unoriginality  is  its 


■  Roadkill  is  the  2LiveCrew  of  car-combat 
videogames.  Note  the  stinkiines! 


filthy-minded  presentation — the  radio 
chatter  and  dialogue  are  dredged 
straight  from  the  gutter.  GTA  III  leavened 
its  vulgarity  with  cleverness  and  irony, 
but  there’s  none  of  that  here.  It’s  just 
dirty  words  and  pictures,  served  raw. 

Players  who  enjoy  vulgarity  for  vul¬ 
garity’s  sake  will  get  their  kicks  with 
RoadKill.  Despite  its  competence,  the 
game  feels  like  a  landmark  on  the  road 
downhill  (where  both  taste  and 
innovation  are  concerned). 

Dave  Smith 


Six  out  of  Ten 


□  There  was  a  time  when  all  they 
had  to  deal  with  were  pioneer  folk 
looking  for  some  grub — now  they’re 
running  away  from  grizzled  middle- 
aged  men  with  camouflage  outfits,  tree 
stands,  flasks  of  deer  piss,  and  more 
weaponry  than  a  Marine  in  boot  camp. 
It’s  hopeless. 

If  Cabela’s  Deer  Hunt  2004  Season 
proves  anything,  it’s  that  the  days  of 
ugly  Wal-Mart  deer-abuse  sims  are  well 
and  truly  over.  There  are  nine  deer 
species  to  annoy  here,  each  nestled  in 
its  own  freely  explorable  3D  locale 
(from  Lake  Okeechobee  to  the  islands 
of  Alaska).  After  choosing  weapons 
and  equipment,  you’re  free  to  explore 
your  chosen  hunting  ground  on  foot  or 
by  all-terrain  vehicle,  boat,  snow 
mobile,  or— in  what  may  be  the  first 
appropriate  use  for  them  ever— sport- 
utility  vehicle. 

It’s  obvious  developer  Fun  Labs 
took  pains  to  appeal  to  a  broad 
audience,  and  your  experience  with 
Deer  Hunt  will  depend  entirely  on  how 
serious  you  are  about  playing  the  game 
the  way  it  was  intended.  On  the  easiest 


■  After  being  shot  630  times  by  other  hunters, 
old  Jeb  learned  to  love  the  safety  orange. 


mode,  it’s  like  a  leisurely  first-person 
shooter:  Deer  are  marked  by  radarlike 
red  dots  and  can  just  barely  outrun  you 
in  a  forest.  Jack  up  the  difficulty,  and 
it’s  a  whole  different  story — deer  have 
impeccable  senses  of  sight  and  smell, 
and  you  must  skillfully  hide  your 
presence  while  searching  for  a  vantage 
point  from  which  to  take  them  down. 
The  result,  unfortunately,  is  like  playing 
the  slowest,  most  dropping-laden 
tactical  FPS  of  your  life. 

Kevin  Gifford 


Five  out  of  Ten 
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...is  the  loneliest  number  that  you’ll  ever  know 


■  ProTip:  Kids,  don’t  try  this  at  home.  Only  trained  professionals  should  be  shooting  down  attack 
helicopters  with  rocket  launchers. 


If  only  XIII  had  as  much  substance 
as  it  does  style,  it’d  easily  count 
as  the  best  bad  day  you’ve  ever  had. 


Apparently  unable  to  stay  away  from 
his  Xs,  film  and  TV  star  David 
Duohovny  lends  his  laconic  growl  to 
XIII,  acting  as  the  game’s  memory- 
starved  title  character.  Also  rounding 
out  XIII' s  voice  cast  are  rapper  Eve  as 
friend-or-foe  Major  Jones, 
and  hambone  actor  Adam  (“I'm 
Batman]”)  West  as  the  stogie¬ 
smoking  General  Carrington. 


□  Except  for  being  woken  up 
on  a  beach  by  a  curvaceous 
blonde  lifeguard,  today’s 
been  crap.  Everything  went  straight  to 
hell  once  your  all-too-brief  acquain¬ 
tance  was  shot  by  soldiers  pursuing 
you  for  assassinating  the  president. 
Don’t  remember  pulling  that  particular 
trigger?  That’s  no  surprise,  because 
you’ve  got  amnesia.  Bad  news: 

Things  only  get  worse  from  here... 

This  explosive  mix  of  identity  crisis 
and  worst  day  on  record  plays  out  in 
UbiSoft’s  XIII,  a  first-person  shooter 
based  on  an  obscure  French  comic 
book— itself  seemingly  influenced  by 
terse,  political  thrillers  such  as  The 
Parallax  View.  Like  that  screen  gem, 
XIII  drips  style  out  of  every  bullet  hole, 
from  its  cocktail-lounge  soundtrack  to 
its  animated-film  presentation.  The 
cel-shaded  look  is  not  only  visually . 
stunning,  it  also  supplies  useful 
onscreen  cues  like  the  comic-book- 
style  ‘‘tap  tap  tap”  of  a  guard’s  feet 
as  he  approaches  from  around  a  cor¬ 
ner.  (Performing  crack  shots  also 
provides  you  with  dramatic  rewards 
such  as  boxed-out  close-ups  of  your 
arrow  bolts  planting  into  an  enemy’s 
eye  socket.) 

More’s  the  pity  that  XIII  isn’t  as  fun 
to  play  as  it  is  to  look  at  or  listen  to. 
First-person  shooters  make  it  or  break 
it  based  on  how  engaging  their  fire- 
fights  are— and  in  XIII,  you're  forced  to 
face  off  against  eagle-eyed,  sharp¬ 


shooting  pricks  who  are  so  overpow¬ 
ered  that  competing  against  them 
feels  like  crossing  the  piranha-filled 
Amazon  River  wearing  a  40-pound 
meat  suit.  Simply  put,  they  chew  you 
up  and  spit  you  out  like  a  particularly 
unpalatable  leftover.. .and  the  game’s 


imprecise  controls  make  you  feel  like 
a  sitting  duck  while  it  happens. 

There’s  also  a  laundry  list  of  minor 
problems  that  simply  pour  salt  on  the 
wound.  You  can’t  save  wherever  you 
want,  and  checkpoints  are  too  few 
and  far  between.  You’ll  often  start  lev¬ 
els  with  the  same  amount  of  health 
you  ended  the  last  one  with.  Health¬ 
restoring  items  are  in  short  supply. 
Soldiers  require  a  ridiculous  number 
of  shots  to  kill  unless  you  cap  them  in 
the  head.  And  that’s  a  feat  that’s  far 
more  difficult  than  it  should  be,  thanks 
to  the  game’s  practically  useless  auto¬ 
targeting  function  and  complete  lack 
of  quick  aim. 

The  laudable  addition  of  a  two- 
player  co-op  mode,  four-player 
splitscreen  competitions,  and  online 
deathmatches  (for  up  to  eight  amnesi¬ 
acs)  ends  up  feeling  like  a  consolation 
prize  because  the  game  suffers  from 
so  many  fundamental  flaws.  If  only  XIII 
had  as  much  substance  as  it  does 
style,  it’d  easily  count  as  the  best  bad 
day  you’ve  ever  had. 

Joe  Fielder 


Six  out  of  Ten 
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Dev:  EA  Sports  Tiburon  Pub:  EA  Sports  Players:  1-4  Turn:  Left  Origin:  Maitland,  FL  Online:  No 


GOBLin  COmmRIIDER:  UnLERSH  THE  horde 


□  Another  year,  another  bunch  of 
hicks  driving  rainbow-colored 
sedans  in  circles,  right?  If  you  get  past 
this  ridiculous  preconception  and  give 
NASCAR  Thunder  2004  a  try,  you’ll  find 
a  truly  revolutionary  racing  game. 

The  biggest  problem  on  most  virtual 
speedways  is  the  normally  brain-dead 
competition.  Opponents  in  other  racing 
games  are  running  set  lines  at  set 
speeds,  and  only  ever  notice  you’re 
there  if  you  run  into  them  and,  when 
they  do,  they  never  really  react. 

Thunder  2004  changes  all  of  that 
with  its  Ally/Rival  system.  Now  if  you  run 
hard  into  a  turn  and  bounce  off  another 
driver,  his  aggression  toward  you  will 
rise.  Hit  him  enough,  and  he’ll  go  out  of 
his  way  to  block  and  wreck  you  every 
time  you  get  near  him  on  the  track.  If 
you  race  clean  and  help  other  drivers 
draft  into  the  lead  on  the  big  tracks, 
they’ll  become  your  allies  and  do  their 
best  to  help  you  move  to  the  front  in 
every  race.  It  gives  the  game  a  sense  of 
authenticity  that  no  other  racing  title  has 
been  able  to  manage  thus  far  (save  for 
perhaps  in  online  play,  which  Thunder, 
sadly,  lacks). 


raced  onto  the  track  to  eat  the  candy  car. 

Everything  you’d  expect  is  here:  all 
the  NASCAR  stars  and  tracks,  several 
new  fantasy  courses,  and  a  load  of  new 
Thunder  Challenges,  allowing  you  to 
step  into  the  shoes  of  various  drivers  in 
various  real-world  events  over  the  last 
few  seasons.  It’s  rock  solid,  but  it’s 
unlikely  Thunder  2004  will  convert  too 
many  of  the  nonbelievers. 

Still,  it's  one  kick-ass  game.  If  you’re 
a  fan  of  NASCAR  racing,  you’ve  never 
had  it  so  good  on  a  home  console. 
Greg  Sewart 


Nine  out  of  Ten 


□  A  poor  man’s  WarCraft,  Goblin 
Commander:  Unleash  the  Horde 
offers  flushable  graphics  and  a  trimmed- 
down  resource-gathering  model.  Its 
compressed  battlefields  and  thinned 
strategy  elements  accommodate  more 
action  and  faster  play  times.  It  falls  short 
in  comparison  to  the  real-time  strategy 
games  it  pays  homage  to,  but  ultimately 
ends  up  shining,  sort  of  a  videogame 
jewel  hidden  amid  a  junkyard. 

Players  build  a  goblin  army  from  five 
separate  and  distinct  clans.  Armies 
gather  resources  by  seizing  special  Soul 
Fountains  and  wrecking  stuff,  eliminat¬ 
ing  the  need  for  generic  workers.  Each 
clan  fields  up  to  10  warriors,  and  play¬ 
ers  can  command  multiple  clans  at  one 
time  with  simple  button  commands. 
Excellent  pathfinding  means  goblins 
move  en  masse  to  a  destination  with  no 
fuss  and  no  stragglers. 

Herein  lies  Horde's  simple  elegance: 
It  understands  its  genre.  As  a  result,  its 
control  scheme  is  easy  to  use  and  its 
execution  of  basic  elements  is  flawless. 
Bite-sized  battles  can  be  swallowed  in 
10-minute  chunks,  and  it’s  wicked 
good  fun  to  take  direct  control  of  a 


behemoth  such  as  a  Stone  Ogre  or 
Lightning  Elemental  and  tear  through 
the  opposition.  Fights  emphasize  brute 
force  over  strategy  perhaps  to  a  fault. 
Even  when  there’s  an  opportunity  for 
tactics,  the  game  instead  offers  up  an 
action-based  solution  such  as  seize 
item  A  or  destroy  item  B,  which,  in 
turn,  wrecks  a  hard-to-kill  target.  It’s  an 
RTS  that’s  about  25  percent  less  filling, 
and  if  it  doesn’t  taste  entirely  great,  it's 
still  pretty  darn  yummy. 

Greg  Orlando 


Seven  out  of  Ten 
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□  If  game  developers  followed  the 
old  adage,  “If  it  ain’t  broke,  don’t 
fix  it,”  futuristic  racing  games  would 
have  stalled  in  1996  with  WipeOut  XL 
for  PlayStation.  The  truth  is,  dystopian 
life  in  the  fast  lane  hasn't  seen  much  of 
a  revolution  since  WipeOut,  and  XGRA 
is  basically  cast  from  the  same  glossy, 
high-tech  mold. 

As  one  of  only  a  few  underwhelming 
sci-fi  racers  to  choose  from  on  Xbox 
(also  see  Quantum  Redshift  and  the 
abysmal  Pulse  Race/),  XGRA  continues 
the  tradition  of  disappointment.  Its 
biggest  problem,  which  overrides  its 
rich,  juicy,  gut-wrenching  visuals  and 
newly  implemented  career  mode,  is  a 
total  lack  of  control.  Previous  install¬ 
ments  in  the  series  have  always  been 
tempered  with  subtle,  manageable  con¬ 
trols.  Vehicles  always  possessed  a 
sense  of  weight,  even  if  they  were 
exotic  nuclear-powered  crotch  rockets; 
no  matter  how  insane  the  loops  and 
turns,  you  could  always  hug  the  track  if 
your  reflexes  were  fast  enough. 

In  XGRA,  mere  human  reflexes  are 
not  enough.  The  tracks  are  so  lengthy, 
convoluted,  and  insane,  no  one  could 


■  Noted  scienticians  predict  the  future  will  con¬ 
tain  as  many  as  16  different  colors,  not  just  green. 


hope  to  remember  every  comer  and 
every  loop.  Thus,  you’ll  spend  half  the 
race  banging  into  (and  bouncing  off  ol) 
walls  at  almost  every  turn.  Worse,  with 
the  ultratouchy  steering  controls,  you 
never  get  a  sense  you’ve  mastered  the 

Which  is  a  real  shame,  because  with 
so  few  worthy  sci-fi  racers  on  Xbox, 
XGRA  could  have  really  set  the  bar.  As 
it  is,  the  game  is  only  a  mildly  amusing 
trip  back  to  the  future. 

Che  Chou 


Five  out  of  Ten 


□  Although  it’s  hard  to  deny  games 
are  developing  further  into  an 
interesting  narrative  medium  in  their 
own  right,  that  doesn’t  give  Vicarious 
Visions  the  right  to  subject  humanity  to 
1 5-minute  rendered  cut-scenes  of 
backstory  in  Crash  Nitro  Kart.  Its 
excesses  in  this  regard  do,  however, 
give  you  the  chance  to  play  “Where 
else  could  the  cinema  budget  have 
gone?”  during  the  kart-racing 
sequences.  This  mental  exercise  may, 
in  fact,  be  more  fun  than  the  actual 
kart  racing. 

To  get  you  started,  a  few  things  to 
consider:  Visions  could  have  been 
more  imaginative  with  the  weapons, 
which  though  numerous  in  appear¬ 
ance,  offer  almost  zero  variation 
among  missiles,  mines,  and  force 
fields.  It  also  could  have  improved  the 
graphics,  which  exemplify  the  worst 
aspects  of  multiplatform  blandness. 

Or  it  could  have  improved  the  A.I., 
which  seems  to  give  up  halfway 
through  the  last  lap.  For  the  first  couple 
of  races  this  feels  great,  as  if  you'd  just 
barely  snatched  victory  from  the 
gaping  maw  of  defeat — on  your  first 


time  playing  the  game,  too.  But  the 
fourth  or  fifth  time  you  beat  these 
“impossible  odds”  to  win  the  trophy, 
you  may  be  tempted  to  stop  dead 
before  the  finish  line  and  see  how  far 
the  CPU  drivers’  courtesy  extends.  The 
one  bright  spot  here  would  be  the  han¬ 
dling:  If  the  powersliding  control  is 
something  you  fight  more  than  some¬ 
thing  you  use,  well,  it  was  kind  of  the 
developers  to  provide  at  least  some 
form  of  opponent. 

Nich  Maragos 


Five  out  of  Ten 
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It’s  good  to  drift  together 


Developer  WOW  takes  advantage  of 
Xbox  Live’s  potential  to  deliver  truly 
compelling  multiplayer  races. 


□  Originally  slated  to  be  the 
racing-sim  killer  app  on 
Sega’s  now-defunct 
Dreamcast,  Sega  GT  2002  made  its 
Xbox  debut  to  muted  applause. 

Despite  the  game’s  many  innovations, 
such  as  a  passionate  focus  on  classic 
cars  and  customizable  player  garages, 
Sega  GT  was  seen  as  just  another 
Gran  Turismo  clone  amid  a  sea  of  next- 
generation  imitators.  But  with  the 
series  accelerating  onto  the  informa¬ 
tion  superhighway  this  holiday  season, 
Sega  GT  Online  is  the  first  game  of  its 
kind  to  offer  both  real-world  cars  and 
real-live  competition. 

As  a  racer  with  the  word  “online” 
planted  firmly  in  its  title,  Sega  GTs  lat¬ 
est  outing  does  not  disappoint  on 
Xbox  Live.  Developer  WOW  takes 
advantage  of  Live’s  community  poten¬ 
tial  to  deliver  truly  compelling 
multiplayer  races.  Up  to  12  players  can 
gather  online  to  compete  in  three  dis¬ 
tinct  modes:  Free  Battle,  Team  Battle, 
and  Navigator.  True  to  its  name,  Free 
Battle  pits  a  fleet  of  cars  in  an  all-out 
sprint  for  the  finish  line.  The  Free  Battle 
competition  experience,  although 
unimaginative,  is  addictive  and  unpre¬ 
dictable — especially  during  endurance 
sessions  on  difficult  tracks  with  more 
hairpins  than  straightaways. 

Online’ s  strengths  are  more  appar¬ 
ent  in  Team  Battle,  where  players  are 
divided  into— yes— teams  and  fight  it 
out  via  an  automotive  relay  race. 


During  the  relay  battle,  team  members 
take  turns  driving  laps  while  team¬ 
mates  sit  figuratively  in  the  passenger 
seat  to  offer  advice,  give  praise,  or 
heap  insult  upon  injury  when  said  driv¬ 
er  careens  into  a  wall.  Then  there's 
Navigator  mode,  a  brilliant  and 


inventive  rally  race  where  one  drives 
through  thick,  impossible  fog  while 
being  guided  by  a  live  navigator  issu¬ 
ing  cues  and  panic-stricken  voice 
commands.  It’s  the  first  real  innovation 
for  a  tired  genre  since  Gran  Turismo  hit 
the  scene  so  many  years  ago. 

Throw  in  a  global  ranking  system,  a 
seamless  online  interface,  and  the  abil¬ 
ity  to  trade  rare,  unlockable  cars  with 
others  on  Xbox  Live,  and  the  result  is 
possibly  the  first  racing  killer  app  for 
the  broadband  generation.  Sure,  it’s 
possible  Online  is  just  a  prettier,  more 
complete  version  of  last  year’s  entry 
with  many  of  the  same  (but  now  more 
robust)  single-player  features.  But  with 
Online  sitting  pretty  on  retail  shelves  at 
$20,  there’s  just  too  much  value  here 
to  write  it  off  as  just  a  minor  update 
with  an  online  component.  Even  with 
Project  Gotham  Racing  2— sporting  its 
exotic  veneer  and  boasting  more 
accessible  driving  physics— competing 
for  similar  Xbox  space  this  holiday  sea¬ 
son,  discriminating  gearheads  need  to 
hitch  a  ride  on  Sega’s  latest  offering. 
Che  Chou 


XBN 
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HILL. SWITCH 


Origin:  San  Jose,  Cfi 


□  In  the  ’80s,  arcades  and  home 
consoles  alike  were  flooded  with 
action  titles  living  up  to  the  violent  and 
carefree  moniker  the  shoot-em-up. 
Nowadays,  running  and  gunning,  free 
from  the  shackles  of  realism,  simply 
won’t  cut  it  in  an  Xbox  world  domi¬ 
nated  by  faux  military  excursions. 

Enter  Namco’s  kill.switch,  a  furious, 
relentless,  unapologetic  foil  to  Tom 
Clancy’s  brand  of  anal-retentive,  hyper- 
realistic  tactical  shooters.  Although  its 
chaotic  fire-and-forget  pacing  may  sug¬ 
gest  otherwise,  the  game  serves  up 
round  after  round  of  smart,  strategic  fire- 
fights,  challenging  both  mind  and  reflex. 

Part  of  what  makes  kill.switch  so 
compelling  is  its  unpretentious  empha¬ 
sis  on  making  you  run  the  bloody 
gauntlet.  Story  cut-scenes  are  kept  to 
a  minimum,  while  every  sortie  is  a 
tooth-and-nail  struggle  to  cross  some 
invisible  line  marking  the  end  of  each 
level.  As  such,  players  experience 
kill.switch  through  a  series  of  explosive 
gun  battles — shooting,  running,  diving, 
hiding,  outwitting  enemy  A.I. — that 
accentuate  a  sense  of  constant 
urgency  throughout  the  game. 


What  enables  such  action-movie 
bravado  is  kill.switch’s  Offensive  Cover 
System,  an  innovative  gameplay  fea¬ 
ture  that  allow  players  to  use  objects  in 
the  environment  for  protection. 
kill.switch' s  control  borders  on  an 
understated  miracle  and  serves  as  the 
game’s  biggest  strength.  In  fact,  its 


brilliant  and  tactile  combat  system, 
almost  feels  wasted  in  this  single-play¬ 
er,  offline,  zero-replay  shoot-em-up. 

Che  Chou 
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FIFA  SOCCER  EOQif 


Dev:  EA  Canada 
Pub:  Electronic  Arts 


low  scoring,  high  passing,  crowd  chanting, 


□  After  nearly  1 0  annual  attempts, 
Electronic  Arts  has  finally  repro¬ 
duced  the  same  magical  game  of 
soccer  it  refined  in  the  two-dimensional 
days  of  Genesis  and  Super  Nintendo. 

FIFA  2004  uses  an  entirely  revamped 
animation  system,  which  leads  to  very 
clean,  realistic  player  movement. 
Teammates  feel  like  living,  thinking  ath¬ 
letes.  It  is  not  only  possible,  but  actually 
effective  to  play  smart  soccer— to  make 
lateral  runs,  to  play  the  ball  to  space,  to 
use  the  entire  field  wisely.  One  is  even 
able  to  make  runs  with  players  off  the 
ball  while  still  retaining  control  of  the  ball 
carrier,  via  the  second  analog  stick.  The 
game  is  filled  with  deep,  layered  game 
mechanics,  complemented  nicely  by 
EA’s  trademark  ace  visual  and  aural 
presentation.  It’s  got  a  full  career  mode, 
and  more  statistical  depth  than  anyone 
could  ask  for:  1 6  leagues,  350  teams, 
and  10,000  players.  Player  control  is 
the  tightest  it’s  been  since  the  series 
went  3D,  though  it  does  still  feel  a  bit 
stiff  at  times. 

Ultimately,  whether  2004  is,  in  fact,  a 
better  game  than  Konami’s  Winning 
Eleven  7  on  PlayStation  2  is  debatable; 


what  is  clear,  however,  is  that  this  is 
easily  the  finest  game  of  footy  to  be 
found  on  Xbox.  While  you  may  have 
heard  the  story  before,  it  should  still  be 
noted  that  the  Xbox  version  lacks  any 
online  play  whatsoever.  Perhaps  it’s 
time  to  write  your  local  Microsoft  repre¬ 
sentative  and  request  that  his 


multinational  megacorp  make  friends 
with  that  other  multinational  megacorp, 
Electronic  Arts? 

Evan  Shamoon 
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BIOniCLE 


SPOnGEBOB  SQURREPRI1TS:  BOTTLE  FOR  BIHini  BOTTOm 


□  For  a  videogame  based  on  a  line 
of  kids  toys,  Bionicle  is  pretty 
darn  confusing.  If  you’re  able  to  follow 
the  game's  psuedospirtual  plot  and 
keep  the  confusing  names  straight 
(Mata  Nui,  Makuta,  Lewa  Nuva,  etc.), 
then  you  truly  are  the  greatest  human 
alive,  dead,  or  sleeping. 

Each  of  the  six  Toa  (the  good  guys) 
has  its  own  stage  to  go  through.  The 
action  is  usually  of  the  “run  around  a 
giant  level,  shoot  bad  guys,  collect 
items,  and  solve  simple  puzzles”  vari¬ 
ety,  but  there  are  a  few  snowboarding- 
style  (or  lava  surfing)  stages  to  break 
up  the  monotony.  The  levels  them¬ 
selves  aren’t  anything  special,  but 
there  are  certainly  more  poorly 
designed  worlds  out  there. 

Adding  a  bit  of  strategy  to  the  action 
is  the  fact  that  your  laser-shooting 
sword  has  limited  ammunition.  By  gen¬ 
erating  an  energy  field  around  your  Toa 
and  absorbing  enemy  attacks,  you  gain 
more  weapon  energy.  It  takes  a  little 
getting  used  to,  but  this  technique  adds 
a  welcome  element  of  complexity. 

Sadly,  just  as  you  start  to  get  into 
the  game,  it's  over.  Once  each  of  the 


six  Toa’s  stages  are  completed,  there’s 
one  more  stage,  then  the  final  boss 
battle.  Even  a  halfway  decent  player 
can  finish  Bionicle  in  the  course  of  an 
evening.  There  are  a  few  unlockable 
movies  if  you  care  to  go  back  through 
the  game  and  collect  all  the  gems. 

There’s  plenty  of  promise  in 
Bionicle,  but  the  solid  control  and  pret¬ 
ty  graphics  don’t  make  up  for  the 
relatively  bland  stages  and  extremely 
short  length. 

Phil  Theobald 
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Nothing  strikes  fear  into  a  player’s 
heart  like  seeing  “collect  many 
shiny  objects  in  order  to  defeat  the 
robot  menace”  spelled  out  in  a  game’s 
intro.  Making  an  originality-free  spree  of 
platform-jumping  and  butt-stomping, 
with  only  lovable  licensed  character 
SpongeBob  SquarePants  to  distinguish 
it,  is  bad  enough  without  emulating  the 
worst  widget-hunting  aspects  of  Donkey 
Kong  64  or  Spyro  the  Dragon. 

Miracle  of  miracles,  though,  the 
“shiny  objects”  in  SpongeBob 
SquarePants:  Battle  for  Bikini  Bottom 
are  more  akin  to  Ratchet  &  Clank’s 
bolts  than  Banjo-Kazooie’ s  endless 
mandatory  pieces  of  junk;  you  even 
collect  them  in  the  same  way  (smash¬ 
ing  things)  and  for  the  same  purpose 
(paying  to  meet  objectives).  Developer 
Heavy  Iron  may  not  have  been  espe¬ 
cially  creative  here,  but  at  least  it’s 
stealing  from  the  right  places. 

More  signs  Heavy  Iron  has  at  least 
heard  of  this  thing  called  “quality”  are 
three  separate  playable  characters 
from  the  cartoon,  with  enough  differ¬ 
ences  in  their  move  sets  that  you’ll 
notice.  But  their  interchangeability 


■  ProTip:  To  get  the  most  out  of  your 
squarepants,  always  wash  them  on  delicate. 

means  you  can  control  your  favorite 
character  whenever  you  want,  apart 
from  brief  character-specific  puzzles. 

When  it  comes  to  rendering  Bikini 
Bottom  in  3D,  the  graphics  are  just 
good  enough.  Reasonably  detailed 
character  models  are  the  exception, 
but  there’s  something  creepy  about  the 
cartoon’s  designs  when  translated  into 
3D.  It’s  not  as  bad  as  it  could  have 
been,  but  nothing  you  can’t  get  from 
dozens  of  other  games. 

Nich  Maragos 
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BARBIE  HORSE  RDVEnTURES:  UiILD  HORSE  RESCUE  FAIRLY  ODDPRREriTS:  BRERHin’  DR  RULES 


□  As  evil  as  stereotyping  is,  Barbie 
Horse  Adventures:  Wild  Horse 
Rescue  comes  close  to  hitting  the  nail 
squarely  on  the  head  as  the  ultimate 
cutesy  game  for  little  girls.  Barbie  is 
just  an  unfortunate  addition  for  those 
who  hate  her  saccharin  blondness,  but 
the  equine  of  this  adventure  will  defi¬ 
nitely  please  the  demographic. 

Yes,  there  is  the  obvious:  You  can 
change  Barbie's  outfit,  as  well  as  cus¬ 
tomize  horses,  adjusting  everything 
from  color  to  mane  length.  As  players 
head  out  to  rescue  horses,  though,  the 
game  almost  becomes  one  of  skill. 
(Ordinary  game  players  could  play  this 

Riding  feels  “real,”  and  players  must 
do  things  like  anticipate  jumps  so 
they’ll  get  a  running  start;  get  off  and 
walk  their  horse  along  narrow  cliff 
ledges;  and  avoid  animals,  logs,  and 
other  objects  that  might  spook  the 
horse.  Barbie  can  dismount  at  any  time 
and  run  around  the  terrain  on  her  own, 
as  well — and  sometimes  must  in  order 
to  reach  coins  (which  are  used  to  pur¬ 
chase  new  clothes,  naturally),  carrots, 
and  other  items. 


■  When  crackhead  Barbie  needed  to  get  to 


There  are  even  simple  puzzles  to  be 
solved,  such  as  figuring  out  how  to  get 
to  certain  stranded  foals  by  climbing 
over  low  bales  of  hay  or  up  rickety  lad¬ 
ders.  Occasional  horse  races  are 
integrated  into  the  game— and  players 
can  race  against  friends,  too. 

In  short,  Barbie’s  first  foray  onto  . 
Xbox  is  not  a  stinker.  Besides,  any 
game  in  which  the  most  famous  doll  of 
all  can  “die”  after  getting  sprayed  by  a 
skunk  can’t  be  all  bad. 

Carrie  Shepherd 
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nit's  hard  to  get  into  games  like 
Fairly  Odd  Parents:  Breakin’  Da 
Rules — really,  it  is.  Not  because  of  the 
dimcuity — if  you’re  sloppy  or  clumsy, 
you  might  lose  your  first  life  a  few 
hours  in.  Rather,  it’s  hard  to  get 
enthused  about,  say,  the  featureless 
environments,  whose  Gouraud-shaded 
blandness  taxes  Xbox  in  the  same 
manner  rendering  a  red  square  would. 
And  when  you  find  that  yet  another 
game  is  borrowing  “stealth”  levels  from 
the  big  boys  while  forgetting  to  imple¬ 
ment  a  sensible  camera,  it’s  hard  not  to 
let  out  a  sigh. 

No  matter  how  much  you  want  to 
think  you’re  above  a  game  like  this, 
though,  you  find  yourself  furtively 
snooping  around  to  make  sure  no  one 
can  see  you  smiling  or  snickering  at 
some  of  the  really  awful,  really  funny 
jokes.  Clever  allusions  and  homages 
make  the  mostly  tired  platforming  bits 

themed  level  lampoons  its  own  reliance 
on  lava  and  culminates  in  a  cross 
between  Metroid  and  the  arcade  game 
Discs  ofTron.  Like  most  games  featur¬ 
ing  “witty”  voice  samples,  the 


OddParents’  commentary  gets  old,  but 
many  of  the  action-specific  lines  are 
pretty  good. 

OddParents  is  the  sort  of  game  that 
you  objectively  know  is  as  mediocre  as 
all  the  rest,  but  has  a  certain  inexplica¬ 
ble  charm  that  makes  the  game 
impossible  to  hate.  It’s  hard  to  damn 
it  with  faint  praise,  but  OddParents  is 
the  best  Nicktoons  game  for  Xbox. 

It’s  still  a  groaner,  but  the  good  kind 
of  groaner. 

Nick  Maragos 
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herk:  (Player  Head  Mode)  You  can  make  the  head  size  big  or  small. 
or9sm^am  M°dS)  Y°U  make  the  entire  turn's  heads  big 

DARE  TO  LOG 


=S~==s-r 


Soeed  w  /  th6  latest  title  in  the  Need  for 

fa^fnr  r  L  ,  Speed  ^nderground  is  just  what  you 
call  for.  Take  on  today's  most  popular  tuner  cars  as  you  buili 
the  ultunate  street  machine  by  earning  cash  to  pay  for 
custom  body  kits  and  a  host  of  car  performance  mods 


A  number  of  diverse  events  set  in  rough,  wet  and 
sometimes  nighttime  settings  make  up  the  heart  of  street 

competition.  You  become  a  complete  Street  racer  only  by 

oerf!cf  nh  ftklll!r  6aCh  eV6nt  by  meanS  of  nall'n9  the 
perfect  shift  in  drag  racing  and  by  putting  your  street  cred 

thVnighT' raCi"9  thr°Ugh  the  city  streets  at  a"  hours  of 


At  the  main  menu  press  Up,  Up,  Left,  Left,  Right,  Right 

Down.  Down  Up,  Left,  Right,  Down,  Up 

The  game  will  say  You  got  all  the  boards...  Or  did  you?" 


Certain  death  at  your 
1,  2,  3,  4,  5,  6,  7,  8,  9,  10,  11  &  12  o'clock 


up  because  Crimson  Skies*  is  a -deadly  ride.  Play  single 
as  an  air  pirate  at  the  helm  of  a  tncked-out  1930s 
ne.  Because  you're  fueled  by  revenge,  anyone  foolish 
to  enter  your  airspace  is  an  enemy.  Play  on  Xbox  Live’" 
a  dogfight  with  up  to  15  friends  and  strangers.  Just 
ber,  as  you  enjoy  sending  opponents  into  a  fiery  death 
iomeone  probably  has  you  in  their  crosshairs.  Good  luck, 
cleared  to  rule  the  skies. 


it's  good  to  play  together 


Visit 

www.esrb.com 
or  call 

1 *800*771 *3772 
for  more  ratings 
information. 


ENTER  TO  WIN  BY 
LOGGING  ON  TO: 

bttp://winsims.zdgames.  com  ’ 


Spa  treatment  followed  by  a 
fancy  lunch 

$1000  shopping  spree  for  clothes, 
accessories,  or  whatever 
A  night  on  the  town  with 
five  friends** 

The  Sims™  Bustin' Out  T-shirt 

A  copy  of  The  Sims™  Bustin ' Out 
on  any  console,  signed  by 
Will  Wright,  creator  of  The  Sims™ 


The  Sims™  Bustin'  Out  T-shirt 
A  copy  of  The  Sims™  Bustin  Out 
on  any  console,  signed  by 
Will  Wright,  creator  of  The  Sims™ 


A  copy  of  The  Sims™  Bustin'  Out 
on  any  console 


OF  YOUR  EVERYDAY 


PlayStation,  2 


GAMES , 


Xbox,  The  Second  Coming 

Xbox  2  is  coming,  but  not  soon  enough.  Xbox 
Nation  goes  straight  to  the  developers  and  game 
designers— the  people  who  know  the  console 
best  to  find  out  how  they'd  create  a  bigger, 
badder  Xbox.  Will  it  have  a  death  laser?  Will  it 
make  toast?  Stay  tuned,  true  believer. 


Xbox  Nation,  The  Second  Coming 

Everyone’s  favorite  nonofficial  Xbox  magazine 
gets  a  new  look  for  its  12th  issue.  Expect  more  of 
what  you  love  a  lot,  less  of  what  you  only  love  a 
little,  and  a  brand-new  design.  From  news  to 
features,  reviews  to  the  letters  page,  it’s  going  to 
be  a  cornucopia  of  goodliosity. 


Crock  O’  Reviews  Previews  Galore 

The  Sims:  Bustin’  Out ;  Project  Gotham  We're  not  ones  to  drop  names  I 

**meddon;  Harry  anyone  say  Halo  2?  Maybe  B  c 

■%  N™aGa ^den; Prince  of  RePUb'iC  Commancto?  E*Pea‘  b 

things  from  the  land  of  Xbox  and  even  his  opus,  as  wel 
bigger  previews  from  the  magazine  that  Always  controve 
loves  to  cover  it,  Xbox  Nation.  to  say  about... ju: 


Persia:  Whiplash ;  Max  Payne  2;  Tt 
Hawk’s  Underground;  and  plenty 
where  that  came  from. 


Tomonobu  Itagaki,  Pop  Quiz 

Fresh  off  the  release  of  the  hot  Xbox 
title  Ninja  Gaiden,  Tomonobu  Itagaki 
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